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PART ONE REDHEADED PECKERWOODS


Dead people are all on the same level.

—Charles Starkweather
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Right here and now (as an old friend used to say), we are in the fluid present, so see this and see it well.

It’s a man standing on a balcony, behind a waist-high balustrade made of pink stone—what’s called kinna stone (or just kinna) in this part of Mid-World. He’s wearing faded jeans and an equally faded tee-shirt advertising Kingsland Ale—which, according to the slogan, is THE KING OF ALES. This man has sampled many bottles of Kingsland and is more than willing to vouch for the slogan. Not just because it’s good, but because dear friends of his used to brew it in a town called French Landing. That town is in another world.

We know this man. He’s not the boy of twelve we met in September of 1981, but the resemblance to that boy, first encountered in the town of Arcadia Beach, New Hampshire, is undeniable. That boy was at the start of a great adventure, although he didn’t know it. All he knew in September of 1981 was that his mother was sick. How sick, he didn’t know, but an interior voice whispered Very sick, very sick.

It’s not the steady Atlantic he’s looking at today but the Clean Sea of Mid-World’s Mejis Barony. Yet with his hands deep in his pockets and his hair blowing back from his forehead in the breeze so the gray doesn’t show, he could almost be that boy.

He should look more like the man he was in French Landing, because he’s closer to that person in age, but life doesn’t always work that way. The boy was worried about his sick mother, but otherwise untried. This man has been tried in all sorts of ways, and his face shows it. Deep lines descend from the corners of his mouth. There are crow’s feet—likewise deep—around his eyes. His hair, salt and pepper when he first came to this seaside town, is now almost entirely salt. The town is called Dezi, which looks like it should be pronounced Dezzi but is actually pronounced DEEZ-eye. The man likes the name. To him it sounds like desire.

There are reasons why this man is so thin and pale, both like the boy he once was and unlike the man who lived in French Landing, Wisconsin. While attending a press conference in that town with his brewmaster friends and a cop named Dale Gilbertson, a woman with a grudge, Wanda Kinderling by name, shot this man in the chest. The bullet nicked his heart. He should have died and didn’t because another friend, Speedy Parker, took him to another world, this world, where he was healed. Which was a miracle.

This man can go back to his country—a place of town fairs, freeways, school shootings, and Fourth of July parades—but only for short periods. If he stays long, old wounds will break open, including the one in his wounded heart. His head will ache, his muscles will weaken, his skin will break out, he’ll have trouble swallowing and catching his breath. Yet he has to go back from time to time. There’s a price to be paid for miracles. For living in the lovely and quiet seaside town of Dezi, and he pays it not just for himself but for others.

In Mid-World, which this man called the Territories when he was a boy, there is a word for those bound together by fate and circumstance: ka-tet. The man doesn’t like to use that term for the four men and one woman who have come to depend on him, but sometimes admits to himself—usually in the dark of night, when he can’t sleep—that it fits all too well. How it happened, how this burdensome tet formed, isn’t much of a mystery. Long story short, he couldn’t help what happened. It was (it is) the act of giving away what has been freely given to oneself. When he was on the road—he thinks of it as the road of trials—he was helped along his way by a friend who was a sheepherder from a ka-tet of sheepherders. Now this man has his own herd, and a tattered lot of sheep they are.

The man we first met as a boy knows he’ll have to return to the land of interstate highways and Fourth of July parades soon. He has come to dislike these necessary trips, because his native country seems to have become dirtier and crazier each time he visits, closer to the inevitable end which everyone will greet with surface surprise and deep knowledge. The one good thing is that he will be able to touch base with Dale Gilbertson, the one-time French Landing chief of police. The man standing at the balustrade had many friends in French Landing. Some are dead. Of those still living, Dale is the only one he keeps up with, and it’s always good to see him.

Dezi is built downward to the harbor on terraces of the pink kinna stone. Well-to-do folks—this man is among them, at least for the time being—live at or near the top. The rest are located further down. There’s the upper middle class, the middle class, the lower middle class, the poor, and at the bottom, crowded together in fish-smelling slums, are the indigent who live on the charity of the Big Kahuna and a few folks like this man, our man, who does what he can for them out of a charitable instinct he got from his mother, the father he barely remembers, and the friend who took care of him on the road of trials. For as long as he could, at least.

“Right here and now,” he murmurs, and smiles.

On the highest of the curving pink stone terraces is a huge, rambling, spectacularly ugly ironwood manor house. This palace, this monstrosity, is the home of Edward Youngblood, also known (only to this man and his wife) as the Big Kahuna, the BK for short. He is overweight, verging on obese, usually unshaven, often smelly, always unpredictable. He is shrewd, philosophical, occasionally kind, more often cruel, and possessed of a sense of humor that’s like a summer day: pleasant until the thunderstorms arrive.

This man on the pink stone balcony, as you have almost certainly guessed, is our old friend Jack Sawyer, first met in New Hampshire, then re-met in Wisconsin, now bonded for life with a gentlewoman who goes by the name of Sophie Sawyer, although the residents of Dezi call her Sophie the Good, or sometimes the Shadow Queen. She gave up the throne when she married Jack, and together they traveled across the reach of the Clean Sea to this chaotic, wild west of a Barony. Now that he thinks about it, a lot of what he does for this Barony’s poor (and they are many) is also Sophie’s doing, although she would take no credit. She is part of the reason that the few America-side residents of this seaside town are able to live comfortably enough, although most are several terraces below Jack and Sophie’s pleasant home.

The Sawyers’ house is non-palatial, just six rooms (Governor Youngblood’s has at least thirty, and that’s not counting the bathrooms), but high enough to catch the fresh breezes that come over the sloping green horse meadow known as the Drop. The doors and windows are almost always open, and all day those breezes blow through, making him think of the East’rds and the Queen’s Pavillion, which he first visited as a boy, a stranger in a strange land. Mejis is the easternmost edge of the West’ards, but even that term is relative.

Jack senses Sophie behind him—a drift of her perfume, perhaps.

“You look deep in thought, love,” she says.

He smiles. “You say true.”

“What troubles thee?”

Her tone is light, but the use of the archaic pronoun (only it isn’t archaic here) tells him she’s serious. Sophie uses so many America-side terms—go you, totally amazing, bogus, don’t make me barf—that she can sound like a Territories version of a Valley Girl. But not now.

“I’ll have to be gone for awhile,” he says.

“Ah. Errands for Youngblood?”

“Yes. I’ll take the trolley to Pernil, assuming it still runs.”

“You could go from here,” she says.

“Better from there. Easier.”

“You like that spot, don’t you?”

“Yes.”

“Is it thinner there? The jump easier?”

He shrugs. Doesn’t know. Just knows he likes going from the outskirts of Pernil. He camps there. It’s quiet. Nobody comes to him wanting stuff.

“You’ll see thy friend?”

“So I will.”

She means: Dale Gilbertson. Dale is now the Hemingford County sheriff, Hemingford County being in the great State of Nebraska (motto: Equality Before the Law), and although it’s easy to reach from Pernil, it’s not close in geographic terms. Or maybe it is. As Sophie likes to say—because, natch, she learned it from Jack—it’s complicated.

Jack could get Coca-Cola anywhere, but Dale always keeps a couple of cases of Coke in his barn, and Coke is what Governor Youngblood—aka the Big Kahuna—has a taste for. A taste for it? He’s mad for the stuff. At least for now. Youngblood has a way of bingeing on the things he likes until it sickens him. Then—like Mid-World itself—he moves on. This loss of interest has become a problem for Dezi’s expats. Even though the Big Kahuna caused them to be brought here (kidnapped them might be the right term), Youngblood is growing tired of them. He persists in calling them Jack’s ka-tet, and although Jack protests the term, feeling no ka could be so cruel as to saddle him with such a sorry bunch, he supposes it isn’t entirely inaccurate. Certainly Jack feels a responsibility to them.

“Counting me, we’re the Dirty Half-Dozen,” he says, still looking out over the blue bay, the multi-colored boathouses, and the few skiffs at anchor there. From this vantage point, he can see the Drop’s highest ridge, and the slope of green and gold that fades into the blue haze of the Clean Sea. The fishing fleet is gone for the day, and the boats that remain are rich men’s toys. Youngblood’s Lovelock is the biggest of them.

“In your world, he’d be an oligarch,” she says, reading his mind—a thing she has absolutely no problem doing. “How, exactly, did he become so powerful?”

“The sawmill. The watermill. The orchards. The salt flats. The oil that still pumps out of the wrecked derricks at Citgo. A hundred horses on the Drop and a thousand cows. Liens on almost every ranch in the Barony. And, of course, the door.” Although the door works in strange ways. “He’s the Guv. The boss. The head honcho. The big cheese. The… the…”

“The Big Kahuna.”

“Yes. And it’s too long since I’ve seen Dale.”

Also, there’s an excellent used-and-rare bookshop just seventy miles away from Dale’s place, in Lincoln, where he can (hopefully) satisfy the Big Kahuna’s latest collecting mania for hardboiled shoot-em-ups. Who knew one could find signed detective novels and pulp magazines from the so-called Golden Age in flyover country? It was Dale who told him about Toren’s, and Jack was pleased, but not really surprised. Toren is tower in Dutch, and the supposed Dark Tower is Mid-World’s central myth. There are reverberations between the Mid-World side and America-side. Jack believes the universe, and all the spinning worlds it contains, is an echo chamber, or a hall of mirrors where words, events, and even people double and redouble, sometimes becoming skewed caricatures of themselves. Here they have a simple way of describing this phenomenon. Ka is a wheel, they say. It spins endlessly and always comes back to the place where it first began.

“I love Dezi,” he says. “And I love you, Sophie.”

There is no reply. The smell of her perfume is gone. When he turns from the view, so is she.

Time to go and see Youngblood, the Big Kahuna. It comes to his mind, and not for the first time, that Youngblood might be growing the worm, which is how the folken of Dezi talk about those who are losing their minds.

Coca-Cola won’t help that.
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Payton Orville is waiting outside the great doors of Rosewood Hall. There is no rosewood in evidence; Youngblood just liked the name. The rambling estate is constructed of redwood and black ironwood, and great sheets of reinforced glass worth a queen’s ransom. Not that Youngblood is royalty. He’ll have to settle for being governor of the West’ards, and the Big Kahuna. Which, Jack has assured him (and Payton backstops the idea), is a term of great respect on America-side.

The lawns are decorated with colorful pinwheels that spin endlessly. The great doors are flanked by plastic wishing wells from Pedro’s Novelties ’N Notions in Hemingford Home. A plastic Marilyn Monroe figure stands by one well (holding down her dress); beside the other are a plastic Dorothy and her little dog, Toto. The welcome mat, also purchased at Pedro’s, reads QUITCHABITCHIN. All of these goodies have been brought to Youngblood by Jack Sawyer as a kind of tribute. The BK didn’t understand the welcome mat at first, but once Jack explained, he roared with laughter.

“He needs his Plastic Fantastic refreshed,” Payton says, and gestures at the pinwheels.

Jack laughs. “Is that what you call it?”

“That’s what everyone calls it. How about one of those balloon men that bow and scrape? Do they have any of those at the place you go?”

“Sure. Car washes and discount furniture stores.”

“Anything to cheer him up,” Payton says as they enter Rosewood and walk along the seemingly endless entrance hall. Tapestries line both sides. Some are rich, almost regal. Some are vulgar, gimcracky stuff that has taken Youngblood’s fancy. Between dignified blue velvet draperies is a Mona Lisa wearing glasses and a mural depicting the many faces and roles of Nicolas Cage.

Jack is taking long strides, portly Payton struggling to keep up. “He’s been in a foul fucking mood lately. Just a warning.”

“Not just lately,” Jack says. “He’s always in a foul fucking mood.” They have both lowered their voices.

“Got that right.”

There’s a table outside the double doors which give on the BK’s “receiving hall,” which is actually an oversized living room. On it is a vase filled with gillyflowers and a certain novelty item which Jack also picked up at Pedro’s the last time he was America-side. It’s two halves of an arrow connected by a thin wire. Payton snugs it down on his bristly, thinning hair, so that the arrow appears to have gone through his head from temple to temple.

“Charming,” Jack says. “I thought you’d forgotten all about that.”

“I’ve been saving it.” If Payton speaks any lower, he’ll be whispering. “He has a child’s sense of humor, as I’m sure you know. I’m afraid that any day he might decide that watching that Ayden guy take off my head might be a real laugh riot.”

“You’re joking.”

Payton gives him a sour smile and wiggles one plump finger in a double-S shape. It is the equivalent of America-side children making screw-loose circles around their ears. In Dezi, it means a person who’s growing the worm.

Nobody knows better than Jack how quickly Youngblood’s moods can shift, how the thing he can’t get enough of one day becomes boring and stupid the next.

Before Jack can say something that will perhaps cheer Payton up—Pay is, after all, the Big Kahuna’s court jester—the graying, overweight refugee originally from Reno, Nevada, puts on a huge grin and flings the double doors open. He has a rocking and rolling bowlegged stride which is in itself amusing, in a politically incorrect way. He makes his way along a carpet showing gunslingers and their ladies from the long-gone mythical City of Gilead, his arms outstretched, an arrowhead sticking out one side of his head and the shaft protruding from the other.

“Sorry to be so long, sai Youngblood, but I’ve got a turrible turrible headache!”

Youngblood is seated on a thronelike sofa with his current dolly-girl by his side. He gapes at the arrow, then brays laughter.

“Also got an upset stomach,” Payton says, and squeezes a bulb in the pocket of his threadbare pants. A long, loud fart comes from his nether regions.

“The arrow is funny, but I’ve heard the farting cushion too many times before. Give it over. The arrow, not the farter.”

Jack hopes Payton isn’t in trouble here. Edward Youngblood’s childish sense of humor and his enjoyment of vulgar America-side novelties barely masks his prankish temperament. He reminds Jack of spring weather in Wisconsin, where sunny and warm mornings are apt to be followed by dark and sleety afternoons. And there’s that sense that his state of mind has begun to teeter.

Payton hands over the trick arrow. Youngblood fits it on his own head, then looks at the dolly, who is blonde, barely covered, and barely out of her teens. He jerks forward. “Shot me!” he yells at her, spit flying. She recoils from the sudden thrust of his blood-congested face. “Fat little asshole shot me, AH-HA-HA-HA!”

He takes off the arrow and puts it on the blonde’s head. “Now he’s shot you, Darrie! What shall we do with ’im? Draw him and quarter ’im? Boil ’im in oil?”

She says nothing, at a loss for a comeback. Youngblood puts a hand over her face and pushes her away, reminding Jack of some old movie he watched with his mother—James Cagney pushing half a grapefruit into Mae Clarke’s face. Youngblood tears off the joke arrow and tosses it aside. Then, to Payton: “Get out of here. Let the grown-ups talk.”

Payton hurries back toward the double doors, rocking and rolling. Sweat dapples his brow. He’s grinning at the floor, and Jack has to step aside so the man doesn’t collide with him. He’s almost reached safety when the BK thunders after him: “You’re beginning to bore me, asshole!”

Payton gives a frantic little wave which could mean goodbye goodbye, sorry sorry, or I’m beginning to bore me, too, and out he goes, closing the doors behind him. The arrow lies forgotten on the floor.

“You,” Youngblood says to Jack. “Come up here. We need to palaver.” Then, to the dolly-bird: “Are you waiting for an engraved invitation? Get out.”

She goes, trailing layers of diaphanous cloth that don’t do much to conceal her body, which is quite spectacular. Youngblood speaks one word before she disappears. Although Jack speaks the local dialect, Youngblood has an insatiable curiosity about the nastier terms used America-side and has learned a few. It’s one of these that he spits after Darrie.

“Cunt.”

The girl doesn’t pause, but Jack thinks he hears a single choked sob as she leaves by the side door. Jack considers protesting—gently, diplomatically—and decides it would be a waste of time. Edward Youngblood is the Guv, and as Jack’s old friend Dale would have said, he’s gonna do what he’s gonna do. But Jack finds it strange, how ill-tempered and easily bored Youngblood can be in a world that’s full of both magic and the relics of some long-gone civilization, relics which might as well be magic. The door to America-side, for instance, which the BK jealously guards.

Well, he grew up here, Jack thinks. Inherited a fortune here, not to mention a heap of political capital. That’s why he can take the marvelous for granted.

“Approach, I said,” Youngblood says, with a regal sweep of his arm. “And do it jin-jin.” He’s wearing a pure cashmere robe the color of old blood. Dale mail-ordered it, and Jack brought it to Dezi because Amazon doesn’t deliver to Mid-World. At least, not yet.

Jack joins Youngblood on the sofa, his cushion still warm from Darrie’s recently deposed bottom.

Although he’s promised to hold his tongue, Jack discovers he can’t. Not quite. “She’s very young. Perhaps you could be a little kinder?”

Youngblood waves this away with another sweep of his arm. “She’s, what did you once say, dumb as a post? I like that. Dumb as a post, dumb as a rock, a pretty dimwit. Orphan girl. Father died when his fishing boat sank. Mother died giving birth to the last in an endless string of brats. Darrie was starving and selling gillyflowers—no doubt picked from the garden of one of her betters—when Ayden saw her and decided she would be couchworthy.”

“Couchworthy,” Jack says, bemused.

“I’m tiring of her.”

“She’s—”

The Big Kahuna interrupts, a thing he’s good at. “A cunt. A couchworthy cunt. I believe in calling a thing what that thing is. But I know your tender heart, Jack, and you need have no fear on Darrie’s account. Very soon I’ll send her on her way with enough credit in Below-Town to keep her for a year, possibly two if she’s frugal. Only her kind never is. She’ll use my credit until it’s used up, then use my good name until that won’t fetch, and then be on the corners or the docks selling stolen gillyflowers again. Or selling herself, if she gets into the putch.”

Putch, Jack knows, is not to be confused with putsch, a violent attempt to overthrow a government. Putch, a potent and addictive tarry substance made from devilweed, will only overthrow the user. Months of bliss are followed by a year or two of hell, and that year or two is followed by death. Which comes as a friend.

“What’s on your mind, sai?”

“I’m almost out of dragon’s blood.”

Jack once told Youngblood that the natives of a country called Nepal—a place of mighty mountains—call Coca-Cola dragon’s blood. Youngblood seized on this as he has seized on many phrases Jack uses, as he seized on the word he used to describe Darrie, and as he seized on the joke welcome mat saying QUITCHABITCHIN. Once he understood the joke, that was. Then he roared his half-mad laughter.

“Things go better with Coke,” Jack said.

“You say true, Jack. I’m also interested in this.”

He bends over (needing no fart cushion to create a muted honk from his nether quarters) and from beneath the couch brings out the summer issue of Toren’s book catalogue from 2025. Which was a year or two ago, by Jack’s reckoning. Time in Mid-World and time in America-side run at slightly different speeds. Sometimes it seems to Jack that time here is faster, but sometimes it seems to slow down. Best not to think about it too often or too deeply.

Youngblood pages through the catalogue and shows Jack a paperback novel he knows well: The Fatal Frails, by Dan J. Marlowe, written in 1960, published by Avon Books, cover price thirty-five cents. Jack should know it; he purchased it for Youngblood at Toren Books, not for thirty-five cents but for a hundred and fifty good old American dollars. It’s now in Youngblood’s library along with many others Jack has obtained. Jack talked Karel Toren down from two hundred, pointing out the pages were heavily foxed.

“I already got you that one, sai.”

“I know that. If you think I’m a stupid ka-mai—”

“Never in life.”

Youngblood gives his Number Two Regal Nod. “Good. I want another one by this guy. Toren’s catalogue says it’s Something-Something Death.”

“The Name of the Game Is Death.”

“Yes, all right. I like the cover, which shows a man being shot in a telly-booth. And I want it signed.”

“If it’s already been sold—”

“Then Toren will know where to get another. According to his catalogue, a mint copy goes for six hundred dollars. Probably what you call bulla-tit.”

“Shit. Bullshit.”

“If you say so, let it be so. Bullshit. Buy it for me and it will buy your ka-tet some extra time. Although why you continue to support them an-tet is a mystery to me.”

Of course it is, Jack thinks.

“I can get the Coke,” Jack says, “and I’ll look into the book, but no promises. Is that the only reason you wanted to see me?”

“No. Will you see your friend? Day?” Youngblood can pronounce cunt, but Dale seems beyond him.

“I hope to,” Jack says cautiously.

“So you’ll go to Pernil.”

“Yes.”

“After you… what do you call it? After you flap?”

“Flip.” It’s what he’s called it since he was a boy. “I call it flipping.”

“After you flip, I want you to go west of the Outposts, just south of the Blasted Lands. You remember the Blasted Lands, don’t you?”

“I do.”

He remembers all too well. The Blasted Lands are reputed to be less dangerous than they were when he traveled through them with his childhood friend Richard Sloat—aka Rational Richard—but they’re still plenty scary. Terrible things happened there long ago—delah, as they say in these parts, always with an upward flick of the hand, indicating time too long ago to be counted. Richard Sloat’s father reopened the mines in the Blasteds, and made the land’s toxicity exponentially worse. Morgan Sloat was not what anyone would call environmentally conscious. An old-timer once told Jack that if Jack intended to spend much time in that part of the Territories, he would do well to wear lead-lined smallies.

“On the edge of the Blasted Lands is a town called Revin, or maybe Reevin. Something like that, anyway, it’s outside of my purview. Seventy wheels or so southwest of Pernil. What’s that in your way of counting?”

“About the same.”

“It’s the last town before the big empty. Ask there about the Great Gorge. Ask many and listen closely. Mayhap go there. Come back and tell me what you saw and heard of the Gorge. You may even hear tales of it in Pernil.”

“Why?”

“Hestin is concerned.” The BK is speaking of the one advisor he listens to. “He feels this Great Gorge is a place of growing danger.”

“What kind of danger?”

Another grandiloquent wave of the arm. It could mean such knowledge was not for Jack Sawyer; it could mean Youngblood doesn’t know.

“We’ll speak again when you come back. You’ll know more then. Take Payton with you. He needs to see what the world looks like outside Dezi. Tell him if he wants to continue living on my charity… yes, and yours, I admit it… he would do well to refresh his, what do you call it? His shtick?” This word Youngblood says perfectly.

“He’ll have to stay in Pernil. He can’t come with me to Nebraska, because—”

Another interruption; the BK specializes in them. “I know he’ll have to wait for you. It’s just an object lesson for my… what did you call Payton? My fartier?”

“Farceur. It’s a fancy word for—”

“I know, I know, but I like fartier better, he’s always squeezing that thing. I know why he can’t go with you to America-side. You’re one of a kind, my boy, which is why I keep you around. Not the only reason, you have other uses, but a big one. So don’t insult my intelligence.”

No, Jack thinks. I don’t ever want to do that.
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Dezi’s shopping district is called the Below-Town, and consists of four or five zigzagging, cobbled streets crammed with small shops. Many wares—fruits, vegetables, fresh-caught fish—are laid out in trays or on handcarts at the heads of alleys that are called closies. The conflicting smells, given extra pungency by the salt breeze coming off the bay, are delicious. At the end of the day, the stink of unsold fish rotting in the closies and gutters will be less lovely.

Jack knows where to find the man he seeks among Below-Town’s bustling shoppers. Payton’s a creature of habit. And yes, there he is—this wearer of joke arrows, this squeezer of fart bladders, this teller of jokes about the Manni, because Polish and Irish jokes have no resonance over here. He’s standing outside Caiden’s Candies, looking in the window like an oversized (not to mention overweight) child. With him is Mary Klee, the only female member of what Youngblood is pleased to call Jack’s ka-tet.

Payton is the grand high poobah’s court jester, at least for now; Mary Klee was his soothsayer. Until, that was, the BK kicked her out of his overbuilt estate because she was unable to perform on command. She’s as scrawny as Payton is plump, a dishwater blonde with eye tattoos on the palms of her hands. For awhile after coming to Dezi—she was head-hunted by Youngblood’s ever-resourceful (and rather creepy) general factotum, Ayden Hestin—she lived quite well as Youngblood’s pet mage. “I was livin high on the hoggy-doggy,” she says of those days, usually with a reminiscent smile and a tear in her eye. “Plenty to eat and plenty to drink.” Especially the latter.

Her references for the job were certainly good; on a couple of occasions, she had helped police locate missing children: one in Rochester, New York, and one in Glendale, California. Both kids were discovered dead, which was sort of a drawback (not to mention a buzzkill), but at least the grieving parents had closure. Not to mention bodies to bury.

For awhile Mary Klee enjoyed semi-fame on America-side as a kind of female Edgar Cayce. She did star turns on shows like Inside View, Tonight, and Unsolved Mysteries. Always underlit so that spooky, batty shadows fled up her thin face. She has a Jersey accent that could be remedied with the always-spooky echo mic. What couldn’t be remedied so easily was her deep and true love of clear liquids like gin and vodka. After turning up drunk to do Good Morning America, she lost whatever small cachet she had.

On her uppers, running on the fumes of her brief fame as a psychic, she didn’t need to be kidnapped to follow Ayden to Dezi—which, she later told Jack, she believed to be an island in the Caribbean—until she realized that getting back to America-side was going to be a problem. A big problem. Except for Ayden, attempting to return to America through the door in Edward Youngblood’s walled garden was a recipe for disaster. According to Hestin, anyone who tried would find themself in the null zone known as todash space.

Many are the charlatans that can make a living pretending to be psychic, but Mary Klee wasn’t one of them. She had little creative ability, and no capacity for picking up the small clues and tells that can astound a mark. This was, ironically, because on a few occasions, she had genuine psychic flashes. Jack had experienced Mary’s far-seeing side himself. Once he had found a ring of Sophie’s—an emerald—where Mary said it would be, under a sofa cushion.

With Youngblood, however, Mary found herself out of psychic gas, or perhaps just suffering from plain old performance anxiety. Either way, the BK quickly tired of her vague predictions. Things like You will meet a tall dark stranger or Beware the stormy day simply did not cut it with Edward Youngblood.

He threw Mary out, and if not for Jack, she would have starved long ago or been banished to the North’ards for theft. Jack could tell himself that he did it because she had found Sophie’s ring, but Sophie herself knew better. You’re a sucker for a sob-sister, she told Jack. “Sob-sister” was a phrase she’d picked up in one of Youngblood’s paperback novels. Jack read her the good parts—she loved the sex scenes—before turning the books over to Youngblood, to be shelved in his library. The BK enjoyed the bloodthirsty covers of novels by people like Richard S. Prather and Jim Thompson, and he enjoyed their cool-daddy slang, which always came across to Mid-World in English. How much or how closely the BK read the books he collected was an open question. (Jack wasn’t convinced that the BK could read much in either language.) Youngblood liked saying hooch for whiskey and liked to observe that Darrie had bodacious ta-tas; he enjoyed Jack or George Elgin reading him the shoot-out scenes, but Jack couldn’t understand Youngblood’s collection-mania, nor tried to.

Jack wishes that one of the sad sack American expats in his ka-tet—just one, he’s sometimes said to Sophie, is that too much to ask—would somehow turn out to be more useful, but none of them are. Oh, they pick up odd jobs here and there, and Payton has that gig as Edward Youngblood’s comedian-in-residence, but for the most part they are as useless as tits on a bull.

Mary Klee drifts around Dezi’s Below-Town like an uneasy ghost, usually in Payton’s company. They might be living together. Jack doesn’t know for sure and has no urge to find out.

On the spur of the moment, he decides that if Payton is going to come with him to Pernil, he might as well bring Mary along. Seeing the world outside of Dezi may sober her up, in more ways than one.

“Jack!” Payton cries. “I don’t suppose you’d buy a starving fellow an ET, would you?” He’s speaking of the smiling green men and women in the window of Caiden’s Candies, delicious trifles that are minty on the outside and chocolatey within. There’s a line of them winding among the various cakes and trifles like paperdolls.

“ET phone home,” Mary says, smiling brightly. That film wasn’t released until five years after Mary’s when, but Jack had recounted the plot to her a dozen times. Always with the bright smile is Mary Klee, and Jack suspects that’s another part of the problem Youngblood had with her. He wanted his psychic seer to be spooky and just a bit sinister. Mary doesn’t fit that bill. She has the affect of a puppy who’s been kicked repeatedly but remains hopeful.

“How would you like to accompany me to Pernil?” Jack asks them.

“Gee,” Payton says, “I don’t know. It’s a long way.”

“And dirty,” Mary adds. “Dusty. Dangerous, p’raps.”

“Let me think about it,” Pay says.

“Actually,” Jack says, “it’s not a request.”

“Command, then?” Payton looks remarkably sour for a man who’s supposed to be a barrel of fun. “Because no one commands me but the BK.”

Jack makes no reply, and Pay isn’t slow on the uptake.

“Oh,” Pay says. “Oh, shit.”

“Look on the bright side, Pay. Staying out of his way for awhile may refresh his regard for you.” Or not, Jack thinks.

He shifts his gaze to Mary.

“And thee. If he sees thee on one of his crazy-shopping trips down here, or if Ayden sees you, they’re apt to remember what a shit job you did as his soothsayer…”

“I’m in a dry patch, is all,” she says, drawing herself up and speaking with a threadbare dignity that makes Jack feel a bit like a heel. “It happens to psychically sensitive people quite often.”

Jack pushes on, though he’s not sure why. “… and bundle you back through the door in his garden, where you’d hang out in the Twilight Zone. Like, forever.”

She looks frightened. Pay puts his arm around her thin shoulders, and Jack feels more like a heel than ever. Why am I doing this? he asks himself. He doesn’t know, they really are a couple of losers, and the two of them will never shut up on the long ride, but he’s learned to trust his instincts.

“When?” Pay asks. “Next week? I suppose I could possibly—”

“Tomorrow. Meet me at the trolley stop at nine.”

“What if it doesn’t come?” Payton asks, with barely disguised hope. “It doesn’t always.”

Jack knows this well. Those lines had lain dormant, but the ever-resourceful Ayden Hestin had gotten some of them running, at least some of the time. “Then I don’t know. For now, what would you say to a couple of green men?”

“ET phone home!” Mary cries. “I bite off their frikkin heads!” She leads the way into the candy shop.

It crosses Jack’s mind to wonder why mythical space visitors look pretty much the same both on America-side and Territories-side. Like so much of the life he’s leading—has been leading since he was twelve—the question doesn’t bear much consideration.



4

Fortified by two ETs, Jack makes the climb up the Grandway to the home he shares with the love of his life. There was once a funicular, but it’s now a broken and rusted hulk halfway up its rail. Like so much stuff in this world, there is no one who remembers how to fix such things as the funicular, not even Ayden Hestin. Once there were Old People, but… delah.

“I’m home,” Jack calls. “At least for the time being. I leave for Pernil with Pay and Mary Klee tomorrow at nine. Don’t ask me why I’m taking them along, because I don’t know.”

“You’re doing it because Mary’s a swell-looking babe,” Sophie calls back from the kitchen. A Swell-Looking Babe is a Jim Thompson novel (signed, first edition, good condition) that Jack obtained for the BK, and Sophie uses the phrase at every opportunity.

“Maybe once,” Jack says.

He goes back out on the balcony and looks down at the bay and the bustling small-town world that’s now his world. He doesn’t have to stay here under the thumb of a smalltime oligarch who basically controls all the trade, both by land and by sea, but he has his reasons. Sophie is here. That is the main reason. She is here and here she will stay. So he stays, as well. Doing Edward Youngblood’s chores and occasional spot of dirty work is a small price to pay for being with her.

“What would you like for dinner, my love?”

“It doesn’t matter.”

Her perfume. So sweet and yet so distant. That matters. The rich, deep gold of her hair. That matters. And the jade-green kirtle she was buried in.

“Doesn’t matter.” He says it again without turning. When he stands with his hands on the balustrade, looking down at the levels of Dezi with the afternoon shadows growing long, it’s easier to believe she is there, and not ten years in her grave.
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[image: Jack Sawyer stands with a sidearm and a knapsack on a raised station platform as an ornate trolley pulls up to the stop. Two people sit on a nearby bench, waiting for their trolley.]
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Jack walks up Trolley Road with no idea of how long he will be gone or how much will have changed when he returns. Which is probably a blessing.

He’s wearing a sidearm and a knapsack which holds enough food for three people for three days, plus a few bottles of Nozz-A-La soft drink. There’s a shabby excuse for a hotel in Pernil with an attached restaurant called the Good Boy Good, but he doesn’t expect the food to be up to much. Or the drink. The knapsack is heavy and the day is hot. Sweat trickles down his cheeks and the back of his neck. He’ll re-supply for their return to Dezi on America-side. It won’t all be the same stuff when it gets to Mid-World, but it will be the equivalent.

He could have asked Pay before they parted company yesterday to come out to the house and help him lug enough supplies for the roundtrip. Pay would have done it but wouldn’t have been happy about it, and how can Jack blame him? Pay’s going because Youngblood wants him to go. As for Mary Klee… Jack’s damned if he knows why he asked her.

He’s closing in on the trolley platform when he sees Ayden Hestin standing up ahead, by a double-gated sidetrack. He is tall, skinny, and bald. Dressed in a rusty black suit and a string tie. A kerchief, like a Slavic woman’s babushka, is knotted under his chin, presumably to keep the summer sun from burning his solar sex panel. There is a sign on the gate. At first, the word printed on that sign seems to be written in strange Cyrillic letters. But as always, he waits and they become clear. The sign says FORBADE.

Ayden watches Jack laboring toward him without moving. It’s exasperating. Finally Jack stops in the middle of the road and says, “Little help here?”

Ayden covers the distance between them with a lolloping stride that makes Jack think of cowboy movies he saw as a kid, including ones starring his mother, Lily Cavanaugh, the Queen of the Bs.

“What’s shaking, partner?” Jack asks.

“You should have brought a handcart.”

Ayden is six foot six at least, and looks (except for the babushka, maybe) a little like the crime novelist Harlan Coben. The BK doesn’t collect Coben; he prefers funky old paperbacks with titles like Murder Me for Nickels… or Jack’s current objective, The Name of the Game Is Death.

Jack doesn’t respond to the cart remark, because Ayden is absolutely correct. Jack was deep in his thoughts and half a mile down Trolley Road (he can’t think in wheels, not even after all these years) before realizing how hot the sun was and how heavy the pack. Then it seemed easier to push on. Certainly safer. He doesn’t want the trolley to go without him; that would get him in hot water with the Big Kahuna.

“What’s up there?” Jack cocks a thumb at the rutted road winding away from the locked gates.

“If you’re lucky, you’ll never know,” Ayden says. “But I doubt if you’ll be lucky, Jack Sawyer.” He holds out a hand for the pack. “Give it over.”

Jack shrugs out of the straps. Ayden shoulders the pack with annoying ease. “Gun?”

“I’ll wear it.” Firearms are in short supply in this country, and Jack isn’t sure he’d trust Ayden with one, anyway.

They walk on together without speaking.

By the time they reach the trolley steps, Jack is trying not to pant. Ayden seems not to have even broken a sweat.

“Give me a second to catch my breath,” Jack says.

Ayden gives him a humorless smile. “Thee’s out of shape, Jack Sawyer.”

This might be true, but tossing and turning until the small hours of the night didn’t help. Since Sophie died, the bed is bigger. It should be better by now, time heals all wounds, so on and so forth, but it just… isn’t.

“Payton and Mary are supposed to be join—”

“Ahoy, matey,” comes from under the rusty steel stairs leading up to the trolley platform.

Jack startles and looks down. Pay and Mary are beneath, sitting in the shade and eating what look like muffins. Cozy as bugs in a rug. Off to one side is the bedroll they must have slept in. The muffins were no doubt purchased with scrip Jack gave them (at Pay’s request) after treating them not only to green men but to supper at Dear Ma’s Kitchen.

“How long have you been here?” Jack asked.

“Spent the night,” Mary says, looking up. The sun shining through the steps puts shadow-bands on her face. She’s wearing a smile and looks younger, possibly because she hasn’t had money lately with which to buy squeeze from any of her usual suppliers. “Very comfy. Not cold and no snakes.”

“How did you get muffins? Ruta only bakes them at daybreak.”

“They’re stalies,” Pay says. “Day-olds. Two-for-tens. It was all we could afford.”

This implied rebuke gets under Jack’s skin. So does Ayden Hestin’s small, sardonic smile at watching Jack deal with his—why not say it?—problem children.

“Without me, you would have gone to bed hungry.”

“True, and say thankee,” Mary says… but she doesn’t offer Jack or Ayden a muffin. Neither, for that matter, does Payton. It’s not greed, exactly, although that plays a part. Mostly, these two don’t have much in the way of social graces.

“Come up, come up,” Ayden says. “Trolley will be here soon.”

“If it comes at all,” Pay says… and is that hope in his voice? Of course it is.

They climb the rusty, shaking stairs, Ayden first with the pack on his back, Jack next, his two—what to call them? strays? annoyances?—coming along behind. Problem children probably describes them best, after all. George and the Spinner are pretty much the same. Only Ryall Connors is different. Ryall is an adult, but a regrettably unpleasant one.

On the platform, Ayden slips off the pack and tightens the knot in his babushka, a queerly fastidious gesture in such a large and imposing man. “I will leave you here,” he says. “Long days and pleasant nights.”

“May you half the number,” Pay says. He gives Ayden the wiseacre grin that he employed in countless stand-ups America-side, toiling in everything from comedy clubs to fill-in gigs when the band didn’t show at some backcountry roadhouse. He pops a finger-gun at the tall man. “You see what I did there? Half the number, get it?”

Ayden considers this, unsmiling. Pay’s wiseacre grin begins to wilt. Ayden pops his own finger-gun and says, “Your days are numbered.” He gives the overloaded pack a contemptuous kick and descends the stairs, back straight, tread measured.

Pay starts to squeeze his fart bladder, but Mary grabs him by the arm and says, “Don’t.”

“Good advice,” Jack says.

“Someone should tell tall, bald, and ugly that with that headscarf he looks like he should be selling cabbages in Minsk or Pinsk, or… or someplace like that. He wouldn’t get the joke, anyway. No sense of humor.”

“Maybe no sense of humor,” Jack says, “but he understands payback very well.”

“So do I,” Mary says in a small voice. “It’s a bitch.”
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The three of them stand on the platform (DEZI written on the boards in white paint that’s faded to a ghostly gray). Nine-thirty becomes quarter-clock-ten. The Mejis trolley comes. No one gets on before it spins creakily around for the return run, but a few workmen and drop-riding cowboys get off. The sun rises and gains more strength. Their shadows begin to lengthen. In the pack, bottles of Nozz-A-La that were cool when Jack put them in are no doubt growing warm. Not piss-warm yet but getting there. And no sign of the Pernil trolley.

“It’s not coming,” Pay says (rather hopefully). “The poor thing has finally given up the ghost.”

Four or five hundred yards to the west is a metal building with a red roof. To Jack it looks like an army Quonset hut in an old war movie. The Pernil trolley, Winola by name, is presumably inside, and was due to begin her run west at nine-thirty o’ the clock.

“We’ll give it until ten,” Jack says. He hopes to God he won’t have to go back to Youngblood. Pernil is three days by trolley (always assuming the troublesome thing doesn’t break down). By horse or bucka, it would be ten days, possibly even longer. And for what purpose? To get some Coke and an old paperback novel for the Barony’s governor and—these days—Dezi’s self-proclaimed mayor? To look at something—Jack has no idea what—in the Great Gorge or Gullet or whatever he called it? What is he even doing here, when he could take his act on the road, free as a bird? Dezi is a pleasant enough place to live, sure, even when he has to babysit his lame ka-tet, but there are plenty of other pleasant places in Mid-World, including the parts he still thinks of as the Territories. There are haunted places (the Blasted Lands, for instance), but plenty of good ones that would have one crucial advantage: there’d be no tinpot dictator like Edward Youngblood to deal with.

What would happen to Pay and Mary if I drifted on? Dusted my broom? For that matter, what would happen to George and the Spinner, that goofball? Ryall would be all right, he could make a living as a cook or he could keep his place as one of the BK’s leg-breakers; he’d like the former better than the latter, but he’d be okay in either job. All he’d have to do was stay on Ayden Hestin’s good side. The rest of them would be shit out of luck.

Does he stay for a grab-bag (a bad grab-bag) of losers? Or because his wife is buried in the Dezi graveyard called Long Wind? Because she still exists in the house they shared? That seems most likely. He doesn’t like to think that he’s chained to a ghost but has to admit it’s possible. Pretending she’s alive is crazy, but just being here in another world is crazy.

Mary Klee grips his arm with her long, nervous fingers and points with her other hand. “Look!”

The Quonset hut’s roof is changing color, going from dull red to rusty green. A klaxon horn begins to blat. Tuffybirds fly up from patches of bindweed and beat wings to quieter locales.

“Shit my balls,” Pay says—a curse he saves for when he’s really, really disgusted. “Maybe it still won’t…”

But the door of Winola’s cradle clatters up and the blocky yellow trolley comes trundling and swaying toward the platform on double rails, its pole running along an overhead cable and spitting blue sparks. The windows are cracked and dull. The door of the trolley’s bay clatters back down. The klaxon ceases. The roof returns to red. The trolley’s motor makes a low growling sound, every now and then giving a kind of hiccup.

“I’m excited,” Mary says. “New faces and new places!”

“Be excited for both of us,” Pay grumbles. “This thing will probably die and we’ll end up stranded between hoot and holler.”

Jack feels a touch—just a touch, mind—of Mary’s excitement. Not for new faces, but for an old one. Dale’s.

Winola pulls to a stop with an unholy screech that are its brakes. The doors at the front and the back accordion open.

“Welcome to Winola!” an amplified voice cries. “This is the Pernil run! This car no longer goes to Gilead! Seek balm elsewhere! This car no longer goes to Pennilton! No conductor! Repeat, no conductor! Be ready when your stop approaches! Two minutes to debark! Two minutes to debark! No conductor! Show your boarding pass to the Eye!”

The Eye, Jack knows, is long dead, but Youngblood has given him the bypass code. He opens a slot marked AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY in faded, barely legible English, revealing a keypad. It’s flickering red, which suggests a loose connection somewhere. Hoping for the best, Jack punches in 7723. For a few seconds nothing happens. Then the keypad turns green and Winola cries, “All aboard!”

Pay says, “And if you can’t get a board, get a shingle.” He elbows Jack in the side—a sharp elbow for such a pudgy man. Maybe he has some kind of elbow-sharpener, Jack thinks. “Get it, Jack-O?”

Jack thinks, It’s going to be a long ride.
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The air of the trolley is hot, stale, and still. Jack slings his overloaded pack onto one of the seats. Dust puffs up. As Winola jerks away from the station, Mary stumbles backward and would have fallen if Jack hadn’t been there to catch her.

“Thankee-sai, thankee,” she says, and tries to open one of the windows. It’s rusted shut. Jack stands beside her to help.

Pay ignores their efforts and drops into a seat, puffing up more dust. They finally get the window to go up on its ancient tracks, saving Jack the trouble of bashing out the glass with the butt of his Glock. He manages to open two more, and sweet morning air, tanged with salt from the Clean Sea, rushes in.

Mary is looking out the window at the passing droplands with the face of a wonderstruck child. That rolling, blossom-strewn meadow stretches thirty wheels from the shore to the desert, but Jack doubts Mary has seen more than a fraction of it. She has been in Dezi for quite a long time, maybe eight years (although, as previously noted, time is funny here, so it’s hard to say), and hasn’t been anywhere else since Ayden brought her from New York. This is her first trip beyond the Clean Sea, and Jack thinks maybe that’s why he took her, just to see that look of wonder on her face. Stupid idea, but other than intuition, it’s the best one he’s got.

Jack takes a seat at the front of the car, well away from Pay Orville, and struggles down another window. The trolley is picking up speed and he puts his upturned face to the window, breathing in the sweet air. Outside he watches a herd of wild Drop ponies chase a fleeing cloud shadow down a long slope of red and orange flowers. He feels some of Mary’s wonder. He settles into his seat and crosses his arms over his chest. Winola is rocking gently from side to side. The motion is soothing, especially after his night of little rest.

Jack thinks, I’ll visit the Howana Casino and make a few thousand playing blackjack or roulette.

Jack thinks, I’ll go to Toren’s in Lincoln and get Youngblood’s book, if old Karel Toren has it.

Jack thinks, Then I’ll see Dale. I’ll see my friend.

Jack sleeps. Shallowly at first, then deeper.
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The loudspeaker announces Caylee and, some hours later, Hilltown. Jack sleeps through the first stop, but at Hilltown the trolley gives an almighty jerk, not only waking him but almost spilling him onto the floor. He looks out at a deserted town that looks like the set of one of his mother’s old movies, maybe The Terror of Deadwood Gulch or Night of the Gunslingers. A few spavined horses—exhausted and ill-fed relatives of the Drop ponies running so wild and free in the fields to the north and west of Dezi—are at hitching rails outside the saloon and the general store with their heads lowered in either sleep or exhaustion.

“Look how thin those horses are!” Mary cries indignantly. “They have no food or water! In the hot sun, too! It’s cannibal cruelty! I should tell someone—”

“I think you mean animal cruelty,” Pay says, “and what you should do is nothing. Do you want to be left behind in this dried-up hemorrhoid of a town? Raped by whatever gunbunnies might be drinking it up in the Shitbird Saloon?”

You mean the Malamute Saloon, Jack thinks, and all at once is in the place—a deep one—where he keeps memories of his mother. He rarely visits that place because those memories still hurt, but sometimes, even in this strange later life, he stumbles back into it. Oh, the hurts are muted now—Lily Cavanaugh led a long life, largely thanks to him—but the memories are still there because, good or bad, all children (boys especially) remember their mother. Now Jack recalls her standing on the table of some bar or restaurant, and reciting “The Shooting of Dan McGrew,” all ten stanzas. Word perfect, and everyone applauded. How old was he then? Six? Seven? It was back when everyone lived in LaLa Land, and nobody lived anywhere else.

He stands up in Winola’s dusty aisle, puts one hand over his heart, then raises the other as if to testify, and declaims: “A bunch of the boys were whooping it up in the Malamute saloon! The kid that handles the music-box was playing a jag-time tune!”

Mary claps her hands and says, “More!”

Pay says, “What the fuck are you on about?”

“Nothing. My mother. Poetry. And I don’t remember the rest.”

Winola finishes making her latest announcement and jerks into life. Hilltown, with its saloon and sad horses, falls behind. Now they are in rocky terrain, what would undoubtedly be called the badlands in one of those old Western movies Lily used to make (before facing a series of increasingly unbelievable cinematic monsters, including a herd of giant radioactive gophers). The small patches of greenery visible from the trolley are sweet-smelling but poisonous badgrass, laced with bright red patches of birdberry.

Jack drifts off to sleep again and doesn’t wake up until the day is almost done. Pay and Mary have helped themselves to the supplies in his backpack, eating popkins and guzzling Nozz-A-La.

“Ah, Jack’s back!” Pay cries through a full mouth. “Have a sammitch and a drink! There’s plenty!”

Don’t I know it, since I was the one who packed and carried, Jack thinks. “Maybe later.”

“There’s this, too,” Mary says, and holds out a leatherbound notebook. “I wouldn’t let Pay snoop in it, because her name is on the front.”

“I’m no snoop,” Pay says haughtily. “I’m an investigator.”

Mary ignores this. “I thought it was special to you.”

She hands it over. Stamped on the front, in gold, is one word: SOPHIE. Jack bought this fancy notebook on one of his trips to America-side, thinking she might like it because paper, like firearms, is a prized commodity in Mid-World.

“It is special to me,” Jack says, although he can’t think why he brought it with him. It’s full of those old hurtful memories. A voice whispered, Take it, and so he did. He doesn’t always like his intuitions, but he trusts them.

“The Shadow Queen didn’t write what’s in there,” Mary says… and then, as if Jack had protested: “I did see it’s in English, not the speech.”

Jack nods. “Sophie’s book, my writing.”

“Lots of room for more if you feel like it,” Mary says. “A moit of blank pages.”

“I wrote what’s in there before she died. Afterward I lost interest.”

No, not true. It wasn’t interest that he lost. It was heart.

“You really didn’t read it, Mary?”

“Just a few lines on the first page, about you as a boy. It’s funny, but reading English after all this time in Mid-World gives me a headache. Also, it’s your business.”

“Thank you. Thank you, Mary.”

He puts the notebook—half the pages written, half blank—back in his knapsack and looks out at the rocky, tumbled landscape. To the west, the sunset is just a sour orange line against a jagged black horizon. He thinks of Sophie, then of his mother, and then of a line from that old Robert Service poem. He whispers it to the growing dark: “Then you’ve a hunch what the music meant: hunger and night and the stars.”

The first star of this night peeps into view as if he’d called it: Old Mother. He whispers it again—hunger and night and the stars.

On one of his trips for Youngblood, he noticed the shop next door to Toren Books: Paper & Pen & Pencil. Intuition whispered for him to go in, and he obeyed. He chose a thick leatherbound notebook, and a Waterman fountain pen. He paid extra (Youngblood’s money, so what the hey) to have his wife’s name stamped in gold on the cover.

When he tried to give it to her, she smiled and shook her head. “If you want to give me a present, give me your memories.”

“Which?”

“All of them. Your adventures. How you came to find the Great Thing.”

Which was how she always referred to the Talisman. As if to say the word might blind her, or something.

“Soph, I don’t remember it all. And you won’t be able to read the English.”

She kissed him, her lips brushing across his in a way that always ignited his lust. “You will read it to me after we make love. Each time.”

“That will be a lot of writing and a lot of reading.”

She laughed. “Then you better get started.”
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The trip on Winola goes all right—boring but all right—until the middle of their second night of travel. A buzzer brays and the trolley coasts to a stop in a moonlit landscape of huge boulders and rearing mesas. They are somewhere west of Tom’s Crossing and a long way east of Pernil, or anywhere else. The fluorescent bar running over the center aisle goes out. One stuttery emergency light stumbles into zombie half-life; the others seem to be dead. The automated voice assures them that a software update is going on, and the trip will resume shortly.

“What’s software?” Pay asks. Like the other America-side refugees, he comes from before software became a thing.

1976 is the only time Youngblood’s door can reliably access (semi-reliably), and only during July of the supposed Bicentennial Summer. The only place is in the vicinity of Central Park’s Swedish Cottage Marionette Theatre. At least that’s the case for Ayden Hestin; anyone else would be cast into everlasting todash darkness. Or so Ayden says, and a certain experiment supports that grim idea.

The America-siders who make up Jack’s unlovely ka-tet all remember Gerald Ford and Jimmy Carter, but none remember who won the election, because they were gone by then. Why can only Ayden travel and only land in that particular place and during those few weeks of July? Jack has no idea.

“Software’s a complicated subject,” Jack says. Like time travel through the few doors that still work, he thinks.

“Could it be… the opposite of hardware?” Pay asks, and grabs his crotch. “Get it? HARDware?”

“I get it, Pay.”

Mary is peering out into the black, looking anxious. Which Jack totally understands. Anything could be creeping and skulking out there. Hunting out there. As if to underline this fact, something howls. The cry rises to a shriek, descends into choked, gabbling laughter, and ceases.

“What in God’s name was that?” Mary cries.

“Sounded like a Boston fan reacting to Bobby Orr signing with the Blackhawks,” Pay says.

Tears are standing in her eyes. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Never mind, dear, it don’t matter.” He gives her a hug. Pay can be tiresome, but Jack has to like him for the hug.

“Software update is almost complete,” says the automated voice. “Twelve more minutes.”

This turns out to be wildly optimistic. It’s dawn before the trolley lurches back into life. Pay and Mary sleep in one of the forward seats, heads together. Jack, a victim of insomnia since Sophie died, takes the notebook from his knapsack, opens it, and reads the first two or three pages, telling himself he’s just passing the time.
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I was six when my father died. His name was Philip Sawyer. He was a movie agent. Movies, my dear Sophie, are like stage plays, only recorded. They are like beautiful echoes you can watch and listen to anytime you want. My mother, Lily Cavanaugh, was an actress in these beautiful echoes.

My father had a partner named Morgan Sloat, and they could travel to Mid-World, which they called the Territories. You knew Sloat as Morgan of Orris. If you were to ask me how my father learned to flip (that was what they called it), I couldn’t tell you, but I’m sure he discovered the ability first, and taught Morgan. Which was a terrible mistake.

Their business throve, because—as you know—there’s something magical about the Territories, a kind of invisible fairy dust, but success in business wasn’t good enough for Sloat. He wanted more. The Territories—Mid-World, as I now call it—made my father a better person. It turned Morgan Sloat into a monster.

As their business grew on America-side to include production deals and real estate, they hired a law firm: Lowe, Goldman, and Woodbine. Tommy Woodbine, who went to college with Sloat and my father, became the chief counsel of the Sawyer-Sloat Creative Agency. Morgan never liked or trusted Tommy, and that feeling was mutual. I loved him, and came to call him Uncle Tommy.

My father was killed in a supposed hunting accident in Utah. Uncle Tommy never believed it, and hired a detective agency to investigate. They found nothing, but Tommy had his suspicions and did what he could to protect my mother.

Perhaps Sloat decided their old lawyer was getting too close to the truth. Either that, or he lost patience with Woodbine’s protection of my mother. When I was twelve, Tommy Woodbine was killed by a black van—a kind of motorized bucka, do’ee not kennit—while crossing La Cienega Boulevard. The van said WILD CHILD on the side, but the driver was never caught.

I know now that Tommy was right: both accidents were murders, and both were arranged by Morgan Sloat. He wanted to get control of the agency, but that was peanuts compared to his ambitions for the Territories in general and the Blasted Lands in particular. He wanted to reopen the long-closed mines, and much more—not just to enrich himself but to bring the poisonous industries and pollution of our world into Mid-World. He created his own private mercenaries and armed them with weapons from our world. What he wanted, Sophie, was not just to profit but to despoil.

I have thought long and hard on this subject, and I believe that what Morgan Sloat wanted above all was to bring DISCORDIA, which in the speech of Mid-World means total chaos and ruin.

After Tommy’s death, my mother came to fully understand what her late husband’s supposed best friend really was, and what he wanted. What he craved. With Tommy Woodbine’s help, she blocked him at every turn… at least in this world. For that rebellion, Sloat destroyed her career and harried her from place to place. She and I finally ended up in a town called Arcadia Beach. By then Tommy Woodbine—dear old Uncle Tommy—was dead, and no longer able to help protect my mother with everything from legal injunctions to growing proof that the so-called “hunting accident” was no accident.

Even after Uncle Tommy died, my mother was incredibly brave, Sophie. But she had a hostage to fortune: me. And by the time we got to the Alhambra Inn and Gardens—our last place of refuge on our flight from California to New York to the Barony of New Hampshire—my mother was alone, and pretty much at the end of her resources. Sloat meant to bring her down like a wolf brings down an exhausted doe.

And by then, she was sick. Which left me pretty much alone and terrified. Except in the amusement park next to our mostly deserted hotel, I met a powerful friend. You knew him as the Territories’ lawman, Parkus. But when I met him, he called himself Speedy Parker.
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Jack closes the book and traces a finger across the name stamped in gold. He hasn’t read this since he read it aloud to Sophie, and now he remembers something that isn’t in this first entry.


When we arrived at Alhambra, I saw a rainbow and heard a voice. It was faint and far, that voice, but it was there. I’m sure of it.



He returns Sophie’s book to the knapsack. In the seat ahead of him, Pay is snoring on Mary’s shoulder. She pushes him. He snorts, the snoring stops, then he returns his head to Mary’s shoulder and the snoring recommences.

I never wrote about Twinners in that first entry, probably because I didn’t need to. Sophie and her Twinner, Judy Marshall, had been whispering to each other through the wall between worlds since childhood. My own Twinner was murdered in infancy. As for that voice… it was Sophie’s Great Thing I heard, wasn’t it? And of course the voice was small. It had to travel a long, long way to Arcadia Beach in New Hampshire.

“It was the voice of the Talisman,” he murmurs. “And the rainbow was its sigul.”

Jack closes his eyes and drifts into a dream of Funworld, the amusement park where Lester “Speedy” Parker was the caretaker. He hears the sound of Speedy’s old rattling Kalamazoo—the same cut-rate guitar Robert Johnson played.

Speedy is singing “Hit the Road Jack.”
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By the time the lights come on and Winola begins moving, Jack has begun to think—glumly—of how he’ll have to shepherd Pay and Mary, Mr. Plump and Ms. Scrawny, along the trolley line to Pernil. God knows how many miles that might be. Mary will complain that her feet hurt, Pay will crack his tiresome jokes, and Jack’s only got one clip left for his Glock. Seventeen shots. He’ll have to buy some fresh clips while he’s America-side… assuming he gets there at all.

“Hooray and thank God!” Mary says. “I thought we might have to walk.”

“Ole gal Winola could still shit the bed,” Pay says. “Give her time.”
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Ole gal Winola is coming into the Pernil station—and it is a station, not just a whistlestop like the one in Tom’s Crossing—when the lights go out again and the trolley coasts to a stop still a bit shy of the platform.

“Software is updating,” says the automated voice. “This may take some time.”

Jack has no intention of waiting. He muscles the forward door open and jumps the four-foot gap between the trolley and the platform. He holds his arms out to Mary and she leaps into them, almost knocking them both over. Before he can get set to help the class clown, Pay takes a showboat leap, arms held above his head. “Up up and awaaay!”

He gets one foot on the edge of the platform. The other bicycles frantically in thin air. Jack grabs his hands and hauls him to safety before Pay can tumble to the weed- and rubble-choked slope twenty feet below. Jack’s reward for this rescue is a long and juicy farting sound.

“Ach, Gott, dit I hear a noise from my behind?” Pay asks in a horrible German accent and pulls his hand out of his pants pocket. He grins and waggles his eyebrows like Groucho.

Payton doesn’t realize how close he came to a bone-breaking fall, but Jack does. I won’t always be there to grab you, he thinks. What he says is, “Squeeze that fartbag one more time and I’ll shove it up your ass.”

“Promises, promises,” Pay says, and gives Mary (who’s smiling) a smackeroo on the cheek.
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In one of the old novels Jack purchased for Youngblood, possibly by a poetic pulpster like David Goodis or Cornell Woolrich, the stenchy aroma of the Good Rest Hotel’s lobby might be described as “the odor of broken dreams.” Jack thinks it’s actually the stink of garbage sacks in the closie between the hotel and the Good Boy Good restaurant next door.

He shrugs off his pack and bangs the bell on the counter beside the registry book. It produces nothing but a faint clucking sound.

“Hey!” Payton yells. “Anybody alive back there?”

“Coming,” a muffled voice replies. “I’m in the jakes.”

“Don’t forget that all-important second wipe, friend-o.” Pay backs up to the center of the room, spreads his arms, and does a passable buck-and-wing while singing “Hey, Porter” in a deep voice that’s supposed to—possibly—sound like Johnny Cash.

The desk clerk emerges from the rooms behind the front desk, buttoning his fly and looking at Payton as if at a mental defective. He’s just a kid. Jack puts his age at perhaps seventeen. He’s wearing arm garters on a shirt that might once have been white but is now a dingy gray. His face is a topography of pimples. A large one beside his left nostril is weeping a dribble of yellowish pus. On his head, kept from falling over his eyes only by a pair of jug ears, is a gray drop-rider’s hat with a tattered feather in the band. He takes the hat off, fishes out a neckerchief, and swabs at the oozing pimple.

“Three guests for three nights,” Jack says. “We might have to extend.” God, he hopes not.

“First prize, three nights in Pernil!” Pay bugles in a TV emcee’s voice. “Second prize, six nights in Pernil!”

Jack pushes gamely on. “Two rooms. The lady and the gentleman—I use the word advisedly—will share.” He takes a crumpled pile of scrip from the moneybelt inside his shirt and spreads it out in a fan. On some is a drawing of Edward Youngblood wearing an unaccustomed smile. On others is a fishing boat.

“Second floor,” the clerk says. “Toilet at the end of the hall. Cold water. No shower. There was a mirror, but some traveling drummer broke it.”

“Seven years of bad luck, and nobody but nobody gives a fuck,” Pay chants. “You’re totally stuck because nobody gives a fuck—”

Jack has had enough, because it never stops. He whirls on Pay. Mary shrinks against her man, looking at Jack with a terror he can barely understand—Do I really look that dangerous?

“Shut up,” Jack says. “Not one more wisecrack.”

In a tiny voice that might or might not be a joke, Pay says, “Yes, boss.”

Turning back to the young clerk, Jack asks him how much.

“You come from Dezi?” the clerk asks, looking at the fan of scrip.

“Say true.”

“Well, since you’re from the beautiful seaside, I’ll give you a rate.” The clerk takes some scrip from the fan, hesitates, then reaches for more.

Jack puts a hand on top of the young man’s and shakes his head. “You said a rate.”

“I got a boss that needs to dip his beak.”

“Very well. This for the boss.”

Jack pushes one more slip of poorly printed currency toward the clerk. He doesn’t really care how much of Youngblood’s scrip the clerk takes for the rooms, and he hopes he won’t be spending much time in his, but in backwater towns, if you give an inch they’ll take a mile. Jack doesn’t blame them. The few residents are probably scratching for a living as it is, but even out here in Mid-World’s dusty asshole, he won’t be taken for a chump.

The clerk does a doubletake, his eyes widening. “Is your name Sawyer, by any chance? J-J-Jack Sawyer?”

“Yes.” He knows what’s coming next.

The clerk puts a fist to his forehead, bows, and tries to give back all the scrip. “No charge for the Shadow Queen’s consort, say sorry for her passing.”

“No. Take it, young man.” The mention of Sophie, spoken with such reverence, softens Jack’s heart. “May it do you well.”

The young clerk folds the scrip into the pocket of his vest. Now it’s the gun on Jack’s hip that he’s looking at. “Is thee a gunslinger, as well as her consort, may she rest in Gan’s bosom?”

Jack knows about gunslingers, especially the most famous one. But he smiles at the clerk and shakes his head. “Not a gunslinger, furthest thing from it.” Which isn’t strictly true. As a police officer, then an LAPD detective, he was an America-side gunslinger. Sort of. “Do we need keys?”

The clerk wipes at his oozing pimple again. “Nah, nah. There were special keycards, but they no longer work. You can always prop a chair under the doorknob, but why would you bother?” He looks at the Glock again, which Jack still wears with the butt reversed, as in his patrol days. “Besides, there’s precious little in Pernil to steal. Has thee been here before, sai?”

“A few times, but I never stayed here. Camped outside of town. And you can drop the thee and thou, young sai. We’re not that special.”

The clerk says nothing, but his eyes say he begs to differ.

“Thankee,” Mary says, and drops an awkward little curtsey.

“There’s an elevator—” the clerk begins.

“—but it’s broken,” Pay finishes.

“How did you—”

Pay taps his forehead. “Because I’m a mind-reader.” He pats Mary on the shoulder. “Nah, just kiddin. She’s the mind-reader, but I’ve stayed in shitholes like this before.”

The clerk draws himself up and says, “We do the best we can, sai.”

“I’m sure you do,” Jack says. “You have to pardon my friend. He’s got diarrhea of the mouth.”

Mary sees Pay reaching for his pocket, perhaps inspired by Jack’s mention of diarrhea, and puts her hand over his before he can squeeze the fart cushion.

“I’ll put your… your friends in 202. You, sai, I’ll put in the Tull Suite, on the third floor. Not good enough for the partner of the Shadow Queen, but the best we can do.”

“Thankee,” Jack says. He picks up his pack. It’s Mary Klee who asks the question he should have asked himself, but being recognized as Sophie’s “consort” and “partner” has startled up memories he usually keeps repressed and knocked him off his stride.

“Sai, do you know of a place called the Great Gorge?”

The clerk blinks at her, then kisses his thumbnail, touches it to his forehead, and kisses it again. “You mean the Gullet,” he says. “That’s an evil place. The Manni-folk who come through say it’s growing and mayhap will swaller the world.” His makes the Sign of Gan a second time.

“It’s beyond the town of Raven, then?” Jack asks.

The clerk looks puzzled, but then his face clears. “Riven? Do you mean Riven?”

“I believe so.”

“Riven’s deserted now, except for the Manni. Most others who lived there have left. There are…” He lowers his voice and whispers a single word: “Wompies.”

“I don’t—”

“Vampires,” Pay says, and for once he doesn’t sound like he’s goofballing around. “He’s saying that those who stayed are vampires.”
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Word gets around, and after a so-so brunch in the Good Boy Good restaurant (at least the coffee is strong and tasty), their waiter—an elderly chumbo wearing glasses that have been mended with string—tries to comp them the meal. Jack refuses, which Pay protests. “My long experience of playing dives tells me that when someone offers you for-free, you should take it.”

Jack shrugs. “It’s the Big Kahuna’s money.” He flaps a handful of badly printed scrip. “If you want to call this stuff money.”

Mary is looking out the window at the nearly deserted street. “Anything you can do for the economy of this place has got to be appreciated,” she says. Then, to Jack: “The clerk believed he was telling the truth. About vampires. Do we have to go there?”

Jack looks at her. “You know this how?”

She holds his eyes. “I know it. What I’ve got is strong out here.”

“Strong? Do you say so?”

“I do.”

Jack decides to take her word for it… although with a grain or two of salt. “I think we do have to go there. But we’ll be sure to travel in daylight.”

“Do you believe in vampires?”

“I believe in all sorts of things,” Jack says. “I have to be gone for a day or two. Take your meals here.”

“Based on what we just ate, I may decide to diet,” Pay says.

“A diet wouldn’t hurt you.”

Pay clutches his chest. “Wounded! Wounded to the heart!” But when Jack gives him a pile of Youngblood’s scrip, he takes it.

Mary asks, “Are you going America-side? You are, aren’t you?”

“Yes.”

“What’s it like now?” Pay asks. “Besides delah of TV channels and phones you can carry around in your pocket, that is?”

Jack says, “The phones’re for more than making calls. You can get the latest news and the weather report on them.”

Pay grins, disclosing yellowing teeth. “Right. And I’m Bill Cosby.” This time he does his Fat Albert voice, which is quite a bit better than his Johnny Cash voice. “Hey-hey-hey.”

Jack wonders what Pay would think if Jack were to tell him that Bill Cosby, America’s Dad, did jail time for drugging and assaulting women.

Mary’s eyes grow wide. “He did that?”

“Mary… did you just read my mind?”

“I told you, what I have is strong out here.”

“What are you talking about?” Pay asks. “Who did what?”

“Never mind,” Jack says. And to Mary: “I can’t take you back. You know that, right?”

She sighs, which is all the answer that’s necessary.

Once upon a time that wasn’t true. As a kid, he’d taken his old friend Richard Sloat into the Territories. Although he was Morgan’s son, Richard (never Dick) had somehow missed all of his father’s bitter drive for power. Studious and generous-hearted, Richard wanted nothing but to go to an Ivy League college, become a research chemist, and spend his life in some ivory tower. Jack had called him Rational Richard, and the Territories had, in the pungent phrase of the time, “blown Richard’s wig.”

Jack once tried to take Payton Orville America-side, mostly as an experiment, and he might as well have tried to take a brick wall. His old friend Speedy Parker had called him Travelin’ Jack, and in these latter days, he can only travel solo.

The cook approaches them. He’s wiping his hands on a spandy-clean apron, and Jack doesn’t need Mary’s psychic ability to tell him it was put on fresh to meet the Shadow Queen’s consort.

“Is thee really Jack Sawyer?”

“I am.”

The cook touches his fist to his forehead, bows low, then puts out a hand. “Would you shake with me, sai?” Jack does so.

Pay says, “Please don’t tell me you’ll never wash that hand again. Me ’n my gillyflower have to eat here the next day or three.”

“Don’t mind him,” Jack says. “His mouth is set on cruise control.”

The last two words come out in English rather than the speech, and the cook looks puzzled.

Jack has no wish to explain. “Leave us now, may it do ya. We have to palaver.”

“Yes, of course. Your food, sai? It’s on the house.”

This time Jack doesn’t protest. When the cook is gone, he leans over the table and lowers his voice. “I’ve got errands to do for Youngblood, and a friend I want to see. It might take a day, might take two. Then we’ll move on.” He gives Pay more scrip. “You have your own errand. See if you can find us a bucka wagon. We’ll have a gleep at this gullet or gash or gorge, whatever it is, then beat feet.” He reminds himself to bring a camera across, maybe a Polaroid. Although he doubts it will make the transition. At least as a camera. He tried bringing across an iPhone once, and on the Mid-World side it was a magnifying glass with a tiny (but perfect) Apple logo on the bone handle.

“No trolley to this Riven?” Pay asks.

“If there is, I wouldn’t trust it. Don’t want to get stranded in the bads.”

“Neither do I,” Mary says. “Especially if there are…” She lowers her voice to a whisper. “Wompies.”

“Maybe me’n Mary should stay here,” Pay says. “Kind of hold down the fort, don’t you see.”

“I’ll think about it.”

The BK told him to bring Pay so Pay could see what a cushy billet he had in Dezi, but surely Pernil is object lesson enough.

“We’ll go,” Mary says. “He needs us to.” She nods at Jack, indicating she means him, not Youngblood back in his fancy house.

“Why?” Pay asks.

“I don’t know. I think… as witnesses. And because of the gate.”

“What gate?” Pay asks.

“The one Hestin was standing in front of. The one that said FORBADE.”

“I have no clue what you’re talking about, sweet one,” Pay said. “Would you like to elucidate?”

Mary puts her hands over her face. “I don’t know. But whatever’s behind that gate is bad. I think… I think it’s Discordia.”

“Meaning what?”

“I don’t know,” she says. “I don’t want to know.”
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Payton Orville surveys Room 202 of the Good Rest Hotel with the eye of a man who’s stayed in many fleabags: the yellowing shades, the dusty pitcher with a dead fly in it on the room’s one table, the askew watercolor of a lurid sunset, the sagging double bed. His verdict: “I’ve stayed in worse dumps. Come on, gilly, take off your shoes and rest awhile.”

Jack reminds them about the bucka, then climbs the creaking stairs to the third floor. The Tull Suite is nicer, although the windows look out on nothing but Pernil’s sunstruck main street. He can see the town water tower on its tall stilts, and the livery stable, and the shuttered building that once contained the Pernil Bank. There are horses in a corral out back, which bodes well for Pay’s chances of finding a bucka to take them to Riven and the Gullet… whatever it is. Jack is picturing a Territories version of the Grand Canyon but doubts it will be that magnificent.

He drops his deflated pack on a velvet loveseat, and a mouse runs squeaking to the safety of its hole in the baseboard. He doesn’t mind having a small furry roommate; like Pay, he’s stayed in worse dumps, and he doesn’t expect to be spending much time in the Good Rest Hotel. Nor will he flip from the third floor and arrive in Nebraska with a couple of broken legs.

The door in Youngblood’s walled garden can only go to Central Park in July of 1976, and only for Ayden Hestin, who seems to have some special power over it. When Jack flips, he always goes to America in the present day (whatever that is; time, like distance, isn’t quite the same in the two worlds), and at a place roughly analogous to wherever he happened to be in Mid-World. He’s been in Pernil before, but only on the outskirts of town. He doesn’t come here for the company. He comes to be by himself, away from Youngblood, and usually stays just long enough to flip.

Jack finds the service stairs and descends to the ground floor. He pauses inside the door to access the moneybelt. He puts twenty twenty-dollar bills, good old American currency, in the front pocket of his jeans, tucks in his shirt, and goes out into the closie between the hotel and the restaurant.

The smell of rotting garbage is strong. Squadrons of flies buzz. Jack closes his eyes and leans against the sunwarmed adobe brick of the hotel. Once upon a time he needed a sip of Speedy Parker’s magic juice to flip, horrible-tasting stuff that turned out to be cheap wine—What’s the word? Thunderbird! What’s the price? Fifty twice! Later, he learned the so-called magic juice was only a placebo. Like Dumbo’s ability to fly, the magic wasn’t in alcohol but in him.

He concentrates, thinking of a turnpike exit ramp and a fallen-to-ruin barn with a sign on the one remaining side: TREAT YOURSELF TO THE BEST! CHEW MAIL POUCH! Thinking of a stop sign with two bullet holes in it.

He smells the garbage.

He hears the flies.

He hears a horse go clip-clopping by on Pernil’s main street.

He feels the bricks, sunwarmed and rough through his Kingsland Ale shirt.

His mind touches on Sophie and Sophie’s notebook, but those thoughts won’t help. Later he can think about her all he wants, but for now he pushes her sweet memory away.

He can’t see the future like Mary (although he has his intuitions), but he can do this. He can go. In his mind he hears his old friend Speedy saying Travelin’ Jack, ole Travelin’ Jack, got a far long way to go, longer way to come back.

Not this time, Jack thinks. Just a short jaunt. He hopes he’s right. He better be. Staying too long would be signing his death warrant.

The bricks behind his back melt away. The sound of the flies buzzing over the garbage grows thin and is replaced by the rising whine-and-whoosh of an interstate landcruiser highballing along I-80. Instead of rotting garbage, he smells the sweet aroma of recently cut hay.

Jack opens his eyes in America.
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[image: Jack Sawyer places a hand near the spinning roulette wheel while a woman dressed in a beaded miniskirt and headband feather stands nearby with a tray of drinks.]
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It’s night in Nebraska. It’s usually night when Jack flips to America-side.

Jack has been in this same exact spot several times since the death of his wife, always leaving from the vicinity of Pernil and always landing (that’s how he thinks of it) in the same place, at the end of Hemingford County Road, a pitted and potholed two-laner that feeds into Route 19. There’s a stop sign with two bullet holes in it, one spang in the middle of the O. Half a mile up 19 is a closed B&B convenience store and the entrance ramp to I-80 with signs reading LINCOLN 12 and OMAHA 55 and JULESBURG 303. On the far side of a five-acre cornpatch filled with clattering stalks is a fallen-to-ruin barn with the ghostly Mail Pouch advert on the one wall that’s still standing.

It’s chilly but not outright cold. A strong breeze with nothing to break it up—not out here in the Nebraska flatlands—pastes Jack’s sweat-damp shirt against his chest and sides. In Pernil, it’s summer. He guesses here in Hemingford County, it’s either September or October. It’s late, the traffic on the interstate is light, mostly consisting of big rigs. Too late to hitch a ride; anyone who picked him up at this hour was apt to be sketchy, drunk, or both. Luckily, he has a place to stay.

He walks through the cornfield to the ruined barn, stepping carefully over the tumbled boards, not wanting to mark his return to America with a sprained knee or broken ankle. At the back of the barn, under that one standing wall, is an ancient horse stall. There’s a drift of hay at the rear of it, old but still sweet smelling. Jack kneels and burrows into it, hoping he’ll find what he left here on his last visit. He does. It’s a dark brown Army blanket in a plastic garment bag. The bag has been gnawed in places and there are rat droppings on it, but the liberated blanket looks and smells fine. This won’t be the first night he’s spent in this barn.

In the bottom of the bag, tightly wrapped in aluminum foil, are two salami sticks and a block of cheddar cheese. The cheese is moldy, which doesn’t surprise him much. The salami, chock-full of preservatives, is fine. Jack gobbles one of the sticks, leaning against the back of the stall with the blanket over his knees. Taste of America, he thinks. Taste of America.

He looks at the one remaining barn wall and hopes it won’t pick this windy night to fall over and crush him in his sleep.

Well, it’s stood this long, he thinks, then has to laugh at such a shitty piece of logic. Anything—the Pyramid of Giza, the Leaning Tower of Pisa, barns in Nebraska—can fall over at any time. Even the Dark Tower, if such a thing really exists.

Sophie says, You need to trust, Jack. Because if you can’t, what else is there?

She’s right. Even ten years gone, she usually is.

Jack wants the other salami stick—brunch in the Good Boy Good wasn’t up to much—but decides to save it for tomorrow. Sleeping rough in a horse stall isn’t exactly a night at the Four Seasons, but it’s better than dozing on Winola, always expecting the damn thing to derail or come to a stop when its ancient computer program shits the bed.

He fluffs the hay into a kind of mattress and wishes he’d brought his pack as a pillow, but his pack is now in another world. He can’t think of that too much, because when he considers the Territories, and all the other worlds that may be spinning on the axle of the Dark Tower, it makes him giddy.

Then put it aside, Sophie suggests. Remember Scarlett O’Hara: “I’ll think about it tomorrow, because tomorrow is another day.”

“Fiddle-de-dee,” says Jack Sawyer, and laughs. It’s cold, he’s alone and out of doors, but it’s still good to be back in America, the home of ATMs, Winnebagos, apple pie, and a shotgun in every pickup truck. Tomorrow he will pay a visit to the Howana Casino in Wahoo, stock up on cash, perhaps pop into Toren Books in Lincoln, and then visit with Dale Gilbertson. Have a few beers and catch up. That’s the plan, anyway.

With the roof of the barn gone, he can see the sprawling stars, and good God (or good Gan, if you prefer), they are so bright out here. There are other worlds than these, Jack thinks. And who knows how many I’m looking at right now?

The old hay is surprisingly comfortable, the blanket is warm, the sound of the wind, with no one to hear it but him, is both sad and comforting. A lullaby for the lost. Listening to it, Jack sleeps. And dreams of Sophie. In his dreams she’s still alive.
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The next morning Jack is out on Highway 19 near the little store at the base of the turnpike ramp. His gun is stowed under the hay, in the plastic bag that held the blanket. He has barely stuck out his thumb when a rattling International Harvester stakebed truck pulls over. The driver, an old man with a ruddy face under a pillowtick engineer’s cap, tells him to climb on up and don’t mind the dog, Rex don’t bite.

Rex, curled up in the passenger footwell, doesn’t look like he’d have much left to bite with. He raises his rheumy eyes to the stranger, then puts his muzzle on his paws and goes back into an eyes-open doze.

The old party offers Jack a big hand that’s bunchy with arthritis. “Jimmy Clanton. No relation to the singer.”

Jack has never heard of a singer named Jimmy Clanton, but he shakes willingly enough. The old man’s grip is a strong one. “Jack Sawyer.”

“Pleased to meetcha. You got some straw in your hair, Mr. Sawyer.”

Jack laughs, brushes it away, and feeds it out the window into the morning.

“Sleepin rough, were ya?”

“Yes, that barn back there.”

“The Crimmins barn. Someone oughta take what remains of that down… but then, where would a poor wanderin soul like you have to sleep? Goin far?”

“You can drop me up the way at Godfrey’s Diner, I’ll hitch a ride from there. I know Hemingford Home pretty well. Been here before.”

“We all have, accordin to my wife,” says Jimmy Clanton. “She says it’s ’carnation. You should hear her go on about it, oh my lord, and the UFO she saw once? Don’t get her started. If you need five for breakfast—”

“Thanks, but I’m okay for money,” Jack says. “In fact, if you wanted to stop at Godfrey’s, I’d buy you breakfast.”

“Gorry, that might suit me just about down to the ground. But I warn you, I eat big in the morning.”

“I think the budget can handle it.”

“Then Godfrey’s it is. Two mile and then bang, ham n eggs watch out. You goin on to Lincoln or Omaha?”

“I might have a little business in Lincoln, but I have to go to Wahoo first.”

“Oh jeez, not to the casino, I hope. That’s a good place to lose your living, Mr. Sawyer.”

“Jack. Make it Jack.”

“Jack it is.”

No more is said about the casino, possibly because the elderly cocker spaniel has smelled the salami stick in Jack’s pocket and come alive. He puts his raggedy front paws up on the seat. He also blows a fart, which makes Jack think of Payton Orville.

“You want to roll down your window, Jack,” Clanton says. “The older Rexie gets, the more his gas stinks. Apt to drive ya right out.”

Jack rolls down the window. He feeds Rexie some salami, which the old dog pretty much gums to death. Soon the smell of the fart is blown away by the sweet aroma of this Nebraska morning.

Nothing finer, Jack thinks, and closes his eyes. Nothing in all the worlds.
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Godfrey’s is a glittering chrome railcar of a diner. In New York City it might look retro and breakfast with two small arty-farty pancakes and avocado toast would cost thirty dollars. Here the breakfast special is biscuits and sausage gravy for seven-fifty. Jimmy Clanton opts for ham and eggs with a buttermilk waffle on the side. Rexie sits under the table, accepting small bites of waffle dripping with syrup.

When Clanton gets around to asking him why he’s going to Wahoo, Jack says he has an old maiden aunt there who might have a line on a job. He could tell Clanton the truth, but it’s clear the old man disapproves of the casino, and he was a good guy to stop and pick up a drifter with last night’s hay still in his hair. He’d like to keep Clanton’s good opinion while they’re sharing breakfast.

“What kind of job, if you don’t mind me asking? There’s always farm work right around here, and you look fairly rugged.”

Jack hasn’t thought this far ahead, so he falls back on a version of the truth. “Maybe the Wahoo Police Department, if they’re hiring. If they’re not, I’ll try security at the casino. I used to be a cop in Los Angeles, before I retired.”

He almost says coppiceman, a word from his French Landing days.

“The casino might be your better bet,” Clanton says. “Wahoo’s small. Been by the cop-shop a few times, and it’s about the size of a g’rage. Probably do better at the gamblin hall, place of sin ’n ’degradation though it might be. But if you don’t mind me sayin, you might want to spiff yourself up a bit before you go applyin for a position at either place.”

“My aunt’s will be good for that,” Jack says, although he has no intention of “spiffing up,” or even changing his sweat-stained shirt. He wants to look like the kind of working stiff who makes Native American casinos a paying proposition. Only today he’ll be impersonating a working stiff who just happens to hit it lucky. Also, the last time he was there he didn’t have a four-day beard and need a haircut. He doesn’t want to get kicked out because he won big the last time he was in; going to one of the casinos in Iowa would be a pain in the ass.

“Would you know if Dale Gilbertson is still running the county sheriff’s department?”

“Oh man, that poor guy,” Clanton says, and rolls his eyes.

Jack doesn’t like the sound of that. It’s not like he has a way of staying in touch, and while Dale takes good care of himself, he’s also getting up in years, perfectly eligible for a heart attack or a good hard smack with the cancer stick. “Is he all right?”

“Fine, s’far as I know,” Clanton says, “but he’s got a big problem, chasing after those murderin kids. They killed six people right here in Hemingford County, and those were just the beginning. Biggest thing that ever happened here. And the worst. Surprised you haven’t heard about it. It’s been all over the news. Because of the murders and also because of the spooky stuff. Where you been, boy?”

“I don’t follow the news,” Jack says. “It gives me indigestion.”

“Boy howdy, you ain’t wrong about that.”

“I’d sure like to hear what’s going on, if it involves Dale. We go back to when he was chief of police in a Wisconsin town. I helped him out with a case.”

Clanton pushes his plate aside. “People round here, and that includes my wife, think there’s more to it than just a couple of murderin kids. Headshrinker on TV says Kinneston’s imitatin Charles Starkweather. Okay, sure, could be, he wouldn’t be the first killer to imitate another ’un, but some folks say that boy, Roy Kinneston, has been inhabited by Charlie Starkweather. His spirit. Do you know what I’m talkin about?”

Unfortunately, Jack thinks he might.

The waitress comes back and asks if they want more coffee. “I do,” Clanton says, “and fill him up, as well. I got a story to tell him, about Roy Kinneston and the other one. Starkweather.”

“Kinneston is infested,” the waitress says flatly. “I heard that in church, and I b’lieve it. The girl, too. Idn’t that what they say about people who’ve been possessed? That they’re infested?”

“My wife’d know,” Clanton says. “She watches all them shows and used to read Fate magazine until it went out of business.”

“Infested by demons, the both of them,” the waitress says. “The little bitch and the peckerwood. You can’t tell me different. Pastor Mike said so just last Sunday, although he didn’t say rhymes-with-witch. That’s a nice dog you got there.”

You won’t think so, if he starts passing gas, Jack thinks.

The waitress fills them up from the Silex and leaves. Clanton sips his coffee, then leans forward. “You ever hear the story of Charlie Starkweather?”

“Rings a faint bell.”

“Charlie Starkweather lived just up the road in Lincoln, all right? Grew up there.”

“Okay…”

“Roy Kinneston grew up right here in Hemingford Home. Last year he met this girl, Tara Lynne Speckhoffer. He was eighteen, she was thirteen. Got it?”

“Yes.”

“Charlie Starkweather, he met this girl named Caril Ann Fugate. This was in 1956. He was eighteen, she was thirteen. Have you got that?”

“I do, and I sense you might be talking about reincarnation, just like your wife.”

“I doubt if it’s ’carnation. More like what Alberta said.” He tips his head toward the waitress. “Someone called Charlie Starkweather a redheaded peckerwood. Because of his hair, you know, and the nickname stuck. He and Caril Ann was convicted of killin eleven people. Well… no, I tell a lie. They was convicted of killing just the one—for simplicity’s sake, I guess—but Charlie fessed up that he and his little girlfriend killed em all.”

Now Jack knows why the name Starkweather rang a bell. “Bruce Springsteen did a song about those two, didn’t he?” It was on his Nebraska album.

“He sure did, and they’ve been playin it on KLNC all the time, got it in what they call heavy rotation. Because of the similarity, don’tcha know.”

Clanton fishes into the front pocket of his bib overalls and brings out his phone. “Want to show you something.”

He fiddles with the phone for quite some time—small buttons, arthritic fingers. Jack is willing to wait. If Dale is involved in this, Jack wants to know, and the story is interesting in its own right. Reincarnation? Demons? A tale like that would be right at home in Mid-World.

“This is from the Lincoln Journal Star,” Clanton says. “Last week’s paper, but Chloe—my wife—saved it to my whatchamacallit. Here. Lookit the pitchers.”

Jack starts with the headline and subhead: KILLING SPREE CONTINUES EERIE SIMILARITIES TO STARKWEATHER MURDERS. The side-by-side pictures of Roy Kinneston and Charles Starkweather aren’t all that similar; Kinneston’s face is long and narrow, almost a scholar’s face. Starkweather’s is much fuller. But the go-to-hell expressions are the same, and Kinneston has combed his red hair in a James Dean–type duck’s ass that matches Starkweather’s exactly. Both have unfiltered cigarettes dangling from their lower lips.

“Scroll down,” Clanton says.

Jack does so and finds two more side-by-side pictures halfway through the story. The pictures are of Caril Ann Fugate and Tara Lynne Speckhoffer. They could almost be identical twins, except Speckhoffer is a blonde and Fugate is dark-haired.

“Holy crow!” Jack says.

The resemblance isn’t the only thing that shocks him. Many people on America-side have counterparts in the Territories, sometimes—not always—down to the very names: Twinners. In the Territories, Rational Richard’s father was a tinpot lordling named Morgan of Orris. Judy Marshall of French Landing had her own Twinner, Lady Sophie of the Marshes. Both versions were courageous and beautiful.

“You see it, don’tcha?” Clanton says. “Hard not to. Impossible, really.”

“Where is Dale now?” Jack is thinking that maybe he’d better find his old friend before heading to the casino in Wahoo and the bookshop in Lincoln.

“Hard to say. I do know day before yesterday he went harin off to Wyomin like his hair was on fire and his ass was catchin.”

“Why?”

“Because that’s where Starkweather and Fugate finished up. Douglas, Wyoming. Gilbertson thought that since history was repeatin…” Clanton shrugs and spreads his hands to complete the thought.

“Were they there? Kinneston and Speckhoffer?”

Clanton feeds the last bite of his waffle to his dog. “If they were… or are… they ain’t been run down yet, not by Sheriff Gilbertson or by the Wyomin state patrol. Sure not by the Douglas PD, which is about the size of the Wahoo PD. If they’d been caught, or even spotted, it would have been on the radio. No, those two are still runnin and I’ll bet you just about anything that Sheriff Gilbertson is still chasin em. But I ain’t done. There’s other stuff that’s the same. Might be that Kinneston is just copyin Starkweather, sure, I know that, ever’body knows that, but I’ll tell you what, if that’s the case, the universe is givin that redheaded peckerwood—same shade as Starkweather’s, and folks say it ain’t like he dyed it—a big old helpin hand.”

“What do you mean?”

Clanton finishes his coffee and puts his plate down for Rex to lap up the last of the fake maple syrup.

“All right, here goes. Caril Ann Fugate lived with her mother and her stepfather and her baby sister. Tara Lynne Speckhoffer lived with her daddy, her stepmother, and her brother. Not a baby brother, Neal Speckhoffer was seven years older than Tara Lynne and in the Navy. So he lived.

“Caril Anne’s stepfather told Charlie Starkweather to stop coming around, Caril was too young for him to be messin with. Starkweather said yes, sir, you got the straight of it, thank you very much, then went back and got his rifle and shot them both, man and wife. Clubbed the baby sister to death in her crib with the butt of the rifle. Maybe didn’t want to waste a bullet.”

“Jesus.”

“Now fast forward seventy-some years. Mr. Speckhoffer told Roy to stop coming around because Tara Lynne was too young for him. Roy didn’t take to that and got his shotgun—same kind of gun as the one Charlie Starkweather used—and went to the Speckhoffer house and killed the both of them. Run off with Tara Lynne.”

“Did she go as an accomplice or as a hostage?”

“Now that’s a good question,” Clanton says. “Same question that was asked about Caril Ann Fugate. When the Douglas cops showed up, back in ’58, she ran to em sayin ‘It’s Starkweather! He’s gonna kill me!’ But Charlie said she did some of the killin herself. Called her a trigger-happy bitch. Charlie Starkweather was partial to sendin postcards, and I tell you what, the sheriff got a postcard from Kinneston. It was in the Journal. Know what it said?”

Jack shakes his head.

“Said, ‘I killed Mr. Speckhoffer, then Tara took my gun and killed her stepmother. Same as I killed Mr. Fenton and she killed the Mrs F. up the road. Tara said GOODY GOODY GUMDROPS that bitch was always mean to me.’ But now here’s the thing that stands out for Chloe, that’s my wife, and gives me the shiverin hits when I think about it. Charlie Starkweather put a sign in the window of the Fugate house, sayin don’t come in as everyone was sick with the flu. Roy Kinneston put a sign in the Fentons’ storm door that said ‘Don’t come in, we both are sick with Covid.’ See what I’m talkin about? As an ex-cop, you should.”

“Of course I do.”

“They killed a gas station attendant and a mechanic over in the western part of the county, out near Candlemas, which ran their score up to six. Then, over in the sandhill country, they decided to swap vehicles and killed two old folks in one of those Redhawk RVs. This was at one of the smaller rest areas. Whichever one was driving, probably Kinneston, ditched it turning around, so they waited and when some poor out-of-luck farmer pulled in, they killed him and took his truck. That was two days ago. Since then, no sign. Cops—Sheriff Gilbertson, too—got a license plate of the truck and put it out everywhere, but no sign of them. So they must have swapped again. God knows who died when they did.”

Clanton puts his phone back in the chest pocket of his biballs and stands up.

“Gotta get back on the road, Jack. I can drop you at Route 16, if you’re set on going to Wahoo. And I’ll buy our breakfast. I ate way bigger’n you did.”

“I’ll pay just for that story,” Jack says.

“Why, thank you kindly. I’ll leave the tip, at least.”

“You do that,” Jack says. “Leave her a good one, so she doesn’t think you’re a demon in disguise.”

Jimmy Clanton—no relation to the singer—laughs. Rex scrambles out from under the table. Poison gas drifts out with him.

“Let’s beat feet,” Clanton says. “Quick. Before Alberta blames that on us.”
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Clanton is going west, and Wahoo is north. Five miles from the diner, the old man pulls over. “Can’t take you no further, Jack. Would if I could, but I hafta dicker with a man about some fertilizer.”

“I appreciate you taking me this far.”

Clanton stops near the junction of highways 19 and 16 and points to a truckstop. “If you tell em at Denton’s you had breakfast with your good pal Jimmy Clanton, someone’ll most likely give you a ride to Wahoo. Good luck to you. Say hello to your aunt.”

“I’ll do that. Take care of Rexie.”

Clanton leans over to stroke the old cocker’s head. “I ought to put him out t’side of the road, but I love the old stinker, so I’m stuck.”

“I’ll keep an eye out for Kinneston and the Speckhoffer girl.”

“Do that, Jack. You might be kiddin, but I’m not. Kinneston don’t have the brains of a gopher and the girl ain’t a whole lot better. Folks like that might do anything, includin killin some wayfarin stranger like y’self just for the fun of it.”

“Right.” Jack knows that most spree killers are dumber than stumps.

“Tell you somethin else that was in the paper,” Clanton says. “Charlie Starkweather had a motto. Said it all the time. ‘Dead people are all on the same level.’ That was the gospel according to Charlie. Said it one last time before they took him to the lectric chair. All these years later, Kinneston and Speckhoffer killed Tara Lynne’s daddy and stepmom in the kitchen, while they were having breakfast. Shotgunned em, like I told you. Left a note under the sugarbowl. Want to guess what it said?”

“Dead people are all on the same level?”

“Not quite, but close. It said, ‘Dead people don’t care.’ You take care of yourself, Jack, and keep an eye out for that redheaded peckerwood.”
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Denton’s is a gas-n-go with a few cars out front and a dozen or more softly grumbling big rigs out back where the diesel pumps are. Jack buys a TracFone with sixty minutes of talk time pre-loaded. In a men’s room stall, he accesses his moneybelt and fishes through the pockets until he finds a folded scrap of paper. There are a few phone numbers written on it. One of them is Dale Gilbertson’s cell. Jack calls and gets a recording that says the mailbox is full. He calls the Hemingford County sheriff’s office and asks for Dale. He’s told by the officer on dispatch duty that Sheriff Gilbertson is “in the field.” When he starts to ask what exactly that means, the officer ends the call without asking for his name or even saying goodbye.

Jack leaves the men’s, shoves the new phone in the pocket of his dusty jeans (now minus a minute and a half of its pre-load), and stares out across several miles of rural Nebraska. Corn, corn, and more corn. Very little of it—if any—for human consumption. Dale told him on his last visit, two years ago, that the farmers call it cow corn. “The price goes up and down like a yo-yo on a string, but farmers around here never get rich. A good year, they can get the wife and kiddies something nice for Christmas. A bad year, they subsist.”

Jack doesn’t like the “mailbox full” message he got when he called his old friend. He likes the curt response

(in the field)

he got from the dispatcher even less.

Come to me, whispered a small voice when Jack was twelve, and on the run with his mother. And eventually, after many adventures—some joy, some sadness, times of great terror—he held Sophie’s Special Thing in his hands. Since then, Jack has had a touch of what Mary Klee has—enough, certainly, to know Mary isn’t pretending. What he sensed when speaking to the female dispatcher was carefully controlled worry. Maybe more. Maybe panic. He’s not sure, he rarely is unless he’s rolling deep with intuition, but he thinks in the field means the dispatcher—and probably the rest of the Hemingford County Sheriff’s Department—might not have a clue where Dale is.

He sits down on a bench and tries to tell himself that he’s just buying trouble, but he doesn’t like it. Not at all. He starts to get up, and his heart stutters in his chest. He sits back down and waits for it to resume its regular rhythm. Which it does. It probably means nothing; he had two cups of coffee at Godfrey’s, and the caffeine can cause those misbeats. He should have at least seventy-two hours before his old wounds begin to catch up with him, but this is a warning not to waste time.

A man in an Iowa-Nebraska Light & Power jacket and hat comes around the side of the truckstop. “You Jimmy Clanton’s friend?”

Jack stands up and shakes the outstretched hand. No misbeats; good to go. “I guess you could call me that. He gave me a ride and I bought him breakfast at Godfrey’s.”

“He still got that smelly old dog?”

“He sure does. Rexie.”

“I’m Phil Thompson.”

“Jack Sawyer.”

“Norma, her at the register, says you’re lookin for a ride to Wahoo. I’m goin up that way, if you don’t mind sharin the cab with a spindle of electrical wire.”

“I don’t mind that at all.”

They go out back to a 4X4 Chevy with the company name on the sides. “You hear about those two kids rampagin around?”

“Jimmy told me about them. Quite a story.”

“They are walkin in bloody footprints,” Thompson says.

“Starkweather?”

“Starkweather, yessir. We got the death penalty here in Nebraska, used to be the lectric chair, now it’s drugs. Only we don’t have the drugs to put em down with because nobody’s sellin. Ain’t that a kick in the balls?”

“You said it.”

Jack believes in the death penalty, but only in rare cases. Ted Bundy. Dennis Rader. And Charles Burnside, a monster Jack helped Dale Gilbertson to capture. Dale was then the police chief of French Landing. Burnside lived in the Maxton Elder Care Facility, hiding in plain sight. Burny had Alzheimer’s Disease, but the monster that inhabited him didn’t. Like Jack, “Burny” traveled to the Territories. Unlike Jack, he served a dark entity who required children. Burnside brought them.

Except, that was, for the ones he ate.

Phil Thompson says, “I’m a Christian, born again and baptized, but if Sheriff Gilbertson or the State Patrol tracks those kids down, I hope they kill em like rats in a barrel. They don’t deserve anything better. Hop up, Mr. Sawyer. We got an hour’s drive.”
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Thompson means it about being born again and baptized. He has a button on his visor saying I ONLY KNEEL FOR MY SAVIOR and the satellite radio is tuned to gospel music. Jack decides to stick to the auntie story instead of asking Thompson to drop him off at the casino and risking a lecture on the evils of gambling. He tells Thompson to leave him at Adelita’s Mexican Restaurant, which is the only spot (other than the Howana Casino) that he remembers in Wahoo. It’s not, truth to be told, a very memorable town.

“Won’t be open yet,” Thompson says.

“Aunt Deb usually gets to work early,” Jack says. “Don’t want to go to her house and put her in a bad mood by surprising her in her bathrobe and curlers.”

Thompson laughs. “I heard that.” He pulls over on South Chestnut, and when Jack thanks him and starts to open the door, Thompson says, “Whoa on a second.”

He thumbs open the glove compartment, and Jack sees it’s crammed full of small books with red covers. Thompson gives him one. It’s a New Testament.

“Thanks,” Jack says. “Very kind.”

“Try First Timothy,” Thompson says. “Chapter 6, verse 9. And have a blessed day.” He tips Jack a wave and drives off.

In the parking lot of Adelita’s, Jack flips to the chapter and verse Thompson suggested. He reads this: But they that will be rich fall into temptation and a snare, and into many foolish and hurtful lusts, which drown men in destruction and perdition.

“Could have saved the aunt story,” he says.

A workman passing on the sidewalk, swinging his dinnerbucket, looks around.

Jack tells him, “He knew I was going to the casino all along.”

“If you say so, bud,” the workman says. “Pull a handle for me. Sugar Sugar.” And goes on his way.

Jack goes on his, which takes him to the far side of town, at the corner of Chestnut and Old Highway 77. Here is a neon-trimmed building surrounded by acres of parking lot. And, beyond that:

Corn.
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The Howana Casino is a boldly designed oval that looks like a Frank Lloyd Wright knockoff. Electronic images of Native American braves riding war ponies circle the building. It runs 24/7, but at this hour of the morning—getting on for coffee-break time—there aren’t many cars and pickup trucks in the lots. The electronic billboard out front says OAK RIDGE BOYS/ALABAMA TRIBUTE CONCERT TONITE! God save me from all tribute bands, Jack thinks, and goes inside.

The entrance to the casino proper is flanked by pretty girls wearing beaded miniskirts and headband feathers. Both are blonde and although the gold message woven into the foyer carpet reads THE WINNEBAGO TRIBE WELCOMES YOU, these brave-ettes look like they might have come from the Scandinavian Tribe.

Each of them hands Jack five one-dollar tokens and wishes him good luck.

Inside the casino, his ears are assaulted by boops and beeps, his eyes by flashing multicolored lights. The Joker is cackling. Arnold Schwarzenegger intones, “Hasta la vista, baby!” A jackpot bell is ringing and a woman is whoop-de-dooing. To the left, down a double row of slot machines, Jack sees a machine called SUGAR SUGAR. The screen shows Betty and Veronica in bikinis. In the background, Archie and Jughead are riding surfboards.

Jack plugs in his gift tokens and pushes the button reading 1 PLAY TRIPLE MONEY. There are no handles to pull; that’s so yesterday. Jack pushes the button marked SPIN and lays his hand on the side of the slot machine. This doesn’t always work, but sometimes it does, and before the three drums come to a stop, he knows he’s a winner. It’s not a big winner, three oranges instead of three blue 7s, but enough to ring the jackpot bell and send three hundred dollars’ worth of tokens clattering into the tray. The screen flashes enough crazy lights to induce an epileptic fit, and the Archies sing a verse of “Sugar Sugar,” a song Jack could die happy without ever hearing again.

He scoops his winnings into a plastic bucket with HOWANA = HOWDY! on the side. At least it’s tokens instead of the dopey receipts some casinos give out. There’s such a thing as taking the cashless society too far.

Jack totes his little bucket to the cashier’s window and exchanges the tokens for red five-dollar chips. On the way back to the one working roulette wheel, he sees a line of workingmen and a few dressed-for-work women waiting to use an ATM. A sign above it reads GAMBLING PROBLEM? CALL 1-833-238-6837. Apparently, none of the people standing in line have that problem… or they’re ignoring it, if they do. Jack remembers when he had a Bank of America debit card. Put it in the slot, plug in your password, get cash. Those were the days.

A dozen or so punters are standing around the wheel, making piddly bets. The croupier, wearing a red Howana vest and a headband with a single red feather in it, looks half asleep.

Jack stands behind the bettors for five minutes… then seven… then ten. He is clearing his mind of Pay and Mary, Jimmy and Rexie, Philip Thompson and the working guy with the dinnerbucket. Sophie tries to come—Sophie with her laughing, daredevil eyes—but Jack tells her later, later.

Dale is the last to go, because Jack is really worried now, but Jack finally banishes him. Now his mind is empty, and he can ask the question.

Intuition, are you there?

If not, the casino can do him no good; if he tries the wheel, he’ll lose what little stake he has. Same with the blackjack table, the two poker tables in operation, and the always popular sports book. But the win on the Sugar Sugar slot was a good sign, an omen, and as he stands there, watching the spinning wheel between the shoulders of a man and woman who are holding hands, he starts to feel it, like a gentle breeze blowing into a closed room. Only the closed room is his head.

Rainbow, rainbow, he thinks.

Come to me, he thinks.

Black, he thinks, and the little white ball lands on black.

Odd, he thinks, and the little white ball lands on 15.

Jack steps forward and puts forty dollars on red. The wheel spins. He wins. He tells the croupier to let it ride, and the little ball lands on 19, which is also red. There’s a little patter of applause. The croupier adds six green chips and two red five-dollar chips to his stack.

“Place your bets, place em,” the croupier says, looking a bit livelier now.

Jack pulls his chips off the table, and the next spin lands on zero.

“House numbah, house numbah.” Groans from the players as the croup clears the board.

Feeling it now, and strong, Jack puts a hundred dollars on the intersection of 1, 2, 4, and 5. The croupier spins. Red 5 comes up, and he’s eight hundred to the good, justlikethat. He makes three or four smaller bets, with the other players now hitchhiking on his hot streak. He’s turned his cash reserves into just over two thousand dollars and is planning one more big bet when he feels a tap on his back and knows his luck has run out.
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The back-tapper is a white man—tall, bald, and slope-shouldered. He looks like the WWE wrestler who plays the bad guy. He’s wearing a blue blazer instead of a red vest. No headband, no feather. His name badge says MIKE. And SECURITY. The two young guys standing behind him are also not wearing feathers, because they don’t need to. They’re clearly Native American. One is PETER, the other HILGAIRE. Jack has seen Mike before, but last time he had more hair.

“I’d like you to come with us, sir,” Mike says.

The man who was holding the woman’s hand looks around. “This guy didn’t do anything except win. Why are you hassling him?”

“It’s all right,” Jack says, and gives the man a green chip and tells him the big bet he was planning to make. “Put it on 24.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.”

Mike takes Jack’s arm in a grip that’s gentle… at least for the time being. He leads Jack through the video room, which is air conditioned, wall-to-wall carpeted, and full of monitored TV screens. Muzak drifts down from overhead speakers. There’s a door marked CHIEF OF SECURITY and two more marked PRIVATE. Mike keycards one of the latter and ushers Jack into a room that’s too small and too warm. No carpet or Muzak, just a single table and two chairs, one of the comfortable office type, one of the folding uncomfortable type. Jack has seen many rooms like this before in his other life as a coppiceman. It’s an interrogation room.

“Have a seat,” Mike says, and gestures to the folding chair. Peter and Hilgaire take up positions behind their boss, one in each corner, arms folded, black hair swept back and gleaming with oil.

Mike takes the comfy chair on the other side of the desk. He opens a drawer and brings out a thin folder. “Jack Sawyer, right?”

“Right.”

“You’ve been here before.”

“We all have,” Jack says. “It’s ’carnation.”

“Oh, look,” Peter says. “We got us a smart guy.”

Mike gives Peter a look and a headshake, then turns back to Jack. He slips a photo out of the folder. It’s Jack two years ago, give or take. In the picture he’s clean-shaven and freshly barbered. His sportcoat is a salesman’s flashy check. He’s wearing hornrimmed glasses (non-prescription lenses) and a homburg hat. He’s neat, reet, and complete.

Mike removes a second photo from his folder. This one, taken only minutes ago, shows Jack at the roulette wheel. No glasses, battered jeans, and the Kingsland Ale tee-shirt, which is dirty and sweat-stained at the armpits. This Jack has beard stubble, clumpy hair, and a mildly haunted look from his three-day trolley ride through the middle of nowhere.

“Pretty decent disguise,” Mike says, “but we’ve got facial recognition software since the last time you were in here and took us for…” He takes another sheet of paper from his folder. “For just over ten grand, playing blackjack. When we kicked you out for card-counting.”

“I wasn’t counting cards,” Jack says, “and this isn’t a disguise. I’ve been on the road for awhile and haven’t had a chance to clean up.”

Mike consults his sheet of paper. “You say you weren’t card-counting, but when a guy wins twelve hands in a row, that’s hard to believe. Hit once on seventeen and got a four. Hit once on eighteen and got a three.”

“I had a feeling,” Jack says, which is the absolute truth. “And you can’t count cards at a roulette table. Which you must know.”

“What I know is you were barred last time, and yet here you are again.”

“Boy oh boy,” Jack says. “Who knew Winnebagos were such sore losers?”

“We’re actually the Ho-Chunk people,” Hilgaire says. “As far as I’m concerned, Winnebago is the name of an RV. And you know what? I’d say we have a right to be sore losers. Great White Daddy took everything we had and left us with this casino.”

Jack says nothing. The guy has a point.

“You get to keep your winnings,” Mike says, “but don’t let me see you here again, or there will be consequences.”

Jack realizes he now knows how Mary Klee must have felt when some bottom-feeding TV host challenged her to predict something on camera, and she couldn’t. She’s still angry and embarrassed about it. This isn’t quite the same, but it’s close.

“You’re goddam right I’m keeping it,” he says. “I won it fair and square.”

“Cash out,” Mike says. “And never come here again, capisce?”

“Roger that.”

Jack leaves the too-hot and too-small room and cashes in his chips. He folds the bills over and sticks them in his pocket with the TracFone. He walks out into the cool Nebraska morning and breathes deeply of the fresh air.

“Hey. Wasi’chu.”

He turns. It’s Hilgaire.

“Are you talking to me?”

“Who else? You know what wasi’chu means?”

“Sure. I think the rough translation might be ‘shitheel white guy.’ ”

“Nailed it.”

Hilgaire walks toward Jack. He looks young and strong. In a pro wrestling match, he’d be the good guy, maybe wearing facepaint and buckskin pants. Jack, on the other hand, looks like what he is: elderly, white, tired.

“I want half of what you stole from us.”

“I didn’t steal it.”

“Yeah, you did. I don’t know how, but you did. And it’s not for me. It’s for Food Table. Feeds hungry Indian kids all over Nebraska and Iowa. I’ll even make the contribution in your name.”

For a moment Jack is tempted to give it to this angry young man. Surely feeding hungry kids would be more worthwhile than buying an old paperback novel for the megalomaniacal governor and self-proclaimed mayor of the West’ard Baronies. A book that may not be read, but will certainly be gloated over. Ah, but that would mean thumbing a ride to Iowa and visiting Harrah’s, and he has only so long in America-side before he gets sick.

Plus, he has an allergy to getting jacked up.

“Not happening.”

“Give it over, wasi’chu. Half. A thousand for hungry redskin babies and their squaw mommies.” He lifts his upper lip to show how much he despises those words. “Or I’ll take all of it.”

“Well, fuck it,” Jack says, and wiggles his fingers at the man. “Let’s go.”

Hilgaire runs at him. Jack lets him come, then pivots sideways at the last second. Hilgaire gets the collar of his tee but nothing else. Jack grabs the young man’s wrist and hips him into the wall. Hilgaire hits it hard. A moment later, Jack has one of the young man’s arms lifted up all the way to the middle of his back. His other hand is digging into the bundle of nerves at the side of Hilgaire’s neck. He struggles to get free, almost makes it, and Jack lifts a knee to drive him back into the wall. His hand digs deeper, and the Ho-Chunk man gives a strangled cry of pain.

Jack lets go of the arm and steps back. He takes the wad of money from his pocket and pulls out a bunch of twenty-dollar bills, maybe four or five hundred. He stuffs the money into the breast pocket of Hilgaire’s blue blazer. If Toren has the book Edward Youngblood wants, and two thousand won’t buy it, he’ll bring the BK back something by Peter Rabe or Raymond Chandler as a consolation prize.

“I need the rest of the cash,” he says. “You have your boss, I have mine.”

Hilgaire points a finger at Jack. It’s trembling slightly. “Don’t come back here, wasi’chu. Or you’ll regret it.”

“I regret it already.” Nothing but the stone truth.

Jack walks around the curving side of the casino, not looking back. Doing that might bring the young man charging after him. He used an old cop hold and got lucky. He might not again.

He spies the man and the woman from the roulette table. They’re walking to their car and still holding hands. Jack catches up, and when the man sees him, he breaks into a sunny grin and tells Jack he put the chip Jack gave him on 24. “I don’t know what you got, buddy, but I’d like to have some of it. I won eight hundred and twenty-five bucks on that spin!”

The woman stands on tiptoe to kiss her partner’s cheek. “I told him to quit while he was ahead, and for a wonder, he did.”

“I should give you at least half,” the man says.

Jack shakes his head. “Give half to Food Table. Feeds hungry kids on the rez. But if you’re going to Lincoln, I wouldn’t mind a ride.”
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[image: Karel Toren smiles in his bookshop with his cat, Minka, perched on his shoulder. He holds a cigarette with one hand and a book titled They Shoot Horses, Don't They? in the other.]
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The Briscoes—a young couple on a roadtrip to celebrate their first anniversary—take Jack to the Nebraska state capitol. They listen to KLIN (“All News, All the Time”) in hopes that Roy Kinneston and Tara Lynne Speckhoffer have been caught. They haven’t. The truck belonging to the out-of-luck farmer who was the couple’s latest victim has been found abandoned in the little town of Broken Bow in the middle of the state. “Authorities theorize” that the murderous pair may have buttonhooked back east (although the authorities in question are not identified).

Jack asks the Briscoes to drop him on Vine Street. Todd Briscoe tries again to give him some money, and Jack again refuses. He thanks them for the ride and goes into the Vine Street Café for a spot of lunch. He decides on the spécialité de la maison, which happens to be chicken on a waffle (who knew there was such a thing). Jack barely tastes his food. He can’t stop thinking about Dale Gilbertson. It’s not really thinking, either. It’s worrying: the intuition thing. He wishes he had Mary Klee with him to take a shot at finding Dale, but Mary is in Mid-World.

Jack tries his old friend twice more while he waits for lunch. Mailbox still full. When he calls the Hemingford County cop-shop, he doesn’t even get the dispatcher this time, just a robo-message saying all lines are busy and inviting him to stay on the line and wait his turn. Followed by Muzak that sounds exactly like the Muzak in the Howana Casino’s video room.

Something is going on. You don’t have to be a retired LA detective to deduce that. He thinks about trying to reach Dale’s wife, Sarah. He has the Gilbertsons’ landline number, but calling would only exacerbate her worries (not to mention Davey’s, their only child, now grown).

He orders ice cream for dessert, a double scoop. This he does taste, and savors. Ice cream may exist somewhere in Mid-World, but it doesn’t in Dezi. You’d think that in a rural community with so much livestock, cows as well as wild horses, someone would have invented it, but it seems they haven’t. Jack makes each spoonful last.

Who else can he call? At first he thinks there’s no one, but then he remembers barbecues with a couple Dale and Sarah were tight with. Jack had asked Dale if the couple could keep a secret, and Dale said if he told them to keep quiet about Jack’s presence in Nebraska, they would. It wasn’t that Jack was a wanted criminal; very much the opposite. But he would like to stay disappeared as long as possible, preferably forever. His reappearance would raise questions which he would find difficult to answer.

The man was a teacher in the Hemingford school district, but Jack can’t remember his name for the life of him; it has been a couple of years since the five of them ate barbecued ribs and drank beer in the Gilbertson backyard. His mind keeps sending up two-syllable words—cornbread, curdle, corbel—that are in the right neighborhood but not on the right street.

And yet, Jack thinks, I am not a crack coppiceman? Emeritus, it’s true, but this is a case I should be able to solve.

“Anything else, hon?”

“No, thanks,” Jack says, thinking that only in flyover country do waitresses call strangers hon and dear and sweetie. He pays the check (heeding his own advice and leaving a generous tip), then ambles down Vine Street to Bethany Park, across from Toren Rare & Used Books. (Paper & Pen & Pencil has a FOR SALE OR LEASE sign in the window, which makes him sad.) He sits on a bench and calls another number on his crumpled sheet. This one belongs to Karel Toren. He tells Karel what he desires, not mentioning Edward Youngblood. Toren knows Jack buys for a well-to-do collector, and that’s enough.

No, Karel says, he doesn’t have The Name of the Game Is Death, but he believes he can obtain one from the Book Buyers’ Registry. Maybe a month? Maybe sooner? Six weeks at most?

“That’s fine,” Jack says. “Signed?”

“Yes, of course.”

“Black Lizard or Gold Medal?”

Karel sounds offended. “Gold Medal, of course.”

“Price?”

“I should think four hundred dollars. For you.”

A good price, a fine price, a most excellent price, Jack thinks. I’ll save some dough. Not that it matters.

“Then I’ll come back for it.”

“I also have an excellent copy of They Shoot Horses, Don’t They? It’s by—”

“Horace McCoy,” Jack finishes.

“Brilliant novel of the Depression. Avon. Signed.”

“How much?” He’s thinking it would be a nice consolation prize while Youngblood waits for the Marlowe.

“Five hundred.”

“That’s too much, even for signed and uncirc.” Meaning uncirculated.

“For you? Four hundred and fifty.”

“Four hundred.”

“Four twenty-five.”

“That works.”

“When will you be in?” Toren asks.

“Soon. I just hit town.” Although he’s across from the bookstore now. But books are no longer Jack Sawyer’s major concern.

“Cash, as usual?”

“Yes. Ten percent discount, as usual?”

“Natuurlijk,” Toren says. He could probably give a twenty percent discount for cash, maybe even twenty-five—it’s money Toren doesn’t have to report to what he calls the Infernal Revenue Service—but the money Jack will pay comes courtesy of the intuition, and the intuition comes courtesy of Sophie’s Special Thing, so Jack doesn’t object. Just haggled a little, which Toren expects and respects.

He finds the site for the Hemingford County school district and begins scrolling through faculty names. Halfway down the list of teachers at Warren Edward Buffett Middle School, the name he’d been trying to think of at the restaurant clicks home: Damon Cornell.

He calls Cornell’s phone. Cornell’s cell, Cornell’s cell, I must give a bell to Cornell’s cell, he thinks as it rings. If Cornell is a teacher, he may be in a class with his phone silenced.

He looks across to a drive-through bank’s digital sign. It’s 2:37 PM on a Wednesday, so yeah, probably in cla—

“Hello?”

“Is this Damon Cornell? Dale Gilbertson’s friend?”

“Yes?”

“I’m Jack Sawyer. Do you remember—”

“Sure. We met at a couple of Dale’s backyard barbecues. My wife and I weren’t supposed to talk about you because of what happened in French Landing.”

“That’s right.”

Jack was shot in the chest by a crazy lady named Wanda Kinderling. It didn’t kill him, not quite, but any extended period of time spent in America would finish the job. Some would consider such exile a Class-A bummer, but life in Dezi—especially with Sophie—was not so bad.

“Listen, Damon. I’m in the area for a short while and was hoping to touch base with Dale. But his phone’s mailbox is full, and when I called the sheriff’s office, I got nothing but the breeze. I found that a bit concerning. Is he out of touch because of those kids? Kinneston and Speckhoffer? What do you know?”

There’s a long pause. Jack is beginning to think he’s lost the man when Cornell comes back. “Dale is missing. Widge Jefferson—one of his deputies—told me just an hour ago that Dale’s cruiser was found way the hell out on Goshen Road in Elm County, three or four miles past the softball field.”

“Where’s Elm County?”

“West of Hemingford. His cruiser was empty. No blood, no bullet holes, and that’s got to be good, right?”

“Right, sure, right.” He hardly hears what he’s saying. Dale’s missing. His old friend went after two kill-crazy kids, and he’s missing. No blood and no bullet holes is good, but his cruiser sitting empty? That’s not. “Don’t suppose Deputy Jefferson told you if the keys were in Dale’s ride, did he?”

Another long pause. Then, heavily, Cornell says, “They were. Hanging from the ignition.”

More not good. “Were the misery lights going? The flashers?”

“No flashers.”

That may be the best sign that Dale’s okay. He might have been on the trail of Kinneston and Speckhoffer, but not hot on the trail. At least not close enough to be in a shooting scrape.

“That’s all I know, Jack,” Cornell says. “Widge was in a tearing hurry to get over to Elm County.”

“Of course he was,” Jack says. “You probably don’t know if Widge Jefferson passed that on to Sarah?”

“My guess is he didn’t, because he told me to keep it under my hat. Do you think I should call her?”

“Best to wait awhile. You’d only upset her more than she must be already. There may be some perfectly reasonable explanation.”

Jack doesn’t believe it. He wants to be in a tearing hurry himself, wants to thumb a ride back to Hemingford Home, find his way to Goshen Road in the County of Elm, and throw himself into the search. It’s a ridiculous idea. Jack Sawyer’s involvement in the Fisherman case and subsequent disappearance from French Landing was brief national news; his reappearance would cause a mighty stir. Besides, he has no standing. This isn’t LA, and even if it was, he hasn’t been a coppiceman for years. He’d just be one more civilian lookie-loo gumming up the works.

Jack says, “I heard on the radio that the stolen truck Kinneston and the Speckhoffer girl were driving was found abandoned in Broken Bow.”

“Really? I didn’t know that.”

“How far is Broken Bow from Goshen Road in Elm County?”

“Less than seventy miles. Maybe those kids are doubling back. The thinking is that if Kinneston is copying Charles Starkweather… do you know about that?”

“Yes. Kinneston even combs his hair the same way.”

“Sure, that Elvis Presley pomp. Anyway, Starkweather and Fugate crossed from Nebraska to Wyoming back in ’58, so the cops roadblocked every highway that crosses the state line. If they saw that in time to turn around before they were spotted…”

“Right.” Doubling back almost for sure. “You’ve got my number if you hear more. I’ll be in Lincoln for awhile, and then kind of out of touch. And I really wouldn’t call Sarah.”

“I won’t.”

Jack tries to think of someone else to call and can’t. He would still like to go back to Hemingford Home, cop instincts die hard, but he’d have to hitchhike. With no credit cards (not to mention no driver’s license), he can’t rent a car, and there’s no bus service. Halfway across the street to Toren’s, his heart does another little paradiddle in his chest. It settles, but it’s worrisome. Five-day trips to America-side have become four. He doesn’t like to think that as he ages, his trips must become briefer and briefer. America is both harder and dumber than the country he grew up in, but even so, Jack hates to think he might become a total stranger in his native land. For one thing, there’s ice cream.

For another, there’s rockabilly.
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The bell over the bookshop door jingles. Jack enters the muted world of old books, with its vague smells of pepper and more exotic spices. Rotund Karel Toren, grandson of the bookshop’s founder, bustles out to greet him with the Avon edition of They Shoot Horses, Don’t They? in a clear plastic bag. The shop cat, Minka, rides serenely on his shoulder. On the cover of the book, tired marathon dancers are shuffling in a red-tinted dancehall that’s maybe meant to suggest hell. In his mind, Jack can hear Gig Young bugling “Yowza, yowza, yowza! The dance goes on!”

“As they say in these parts, Mr. Sawyer, you look rode hard and put away wet.”

“It’s been a difficult few days.” He pulls his money out of his pocket and sees that some of the Big Kahuna’s scrip has gotten mixed in with the good old American greenbacks. He picks it out and stuffs it in his back pocket. No good here, not much good on the other side. Toren asks if he would like to pay for both books now and is surprised and delighted when Jack agrees to do so. It still leaves him with nearly a thousand dollars.

“But I’ll want a receipt for the buyer. I’m just—”

“—just the middleman, yes, you’ve told me that before. Happy to oblige.” He writes out a receipt, carefully printing the names of the two books. “And when the Marlowe book comes in, you’ll call the next time you’re in town?”

“Yes,” Jack says.

“Still no mailing address, eh?”

“Nope, I’m a rolling stone. I don’t suppose you’d call me a cab?”

“An Uber would be quicker. Some of those boys like to have a nosh at the Vine Street Café while they wait for callouts.” Toren is wearing a faint, knowing smile.

“I don’t want an Uber. And I bet you know why.”

“Always pay cash when you come in, no address, no phone number. I think you don’t have a credit card. Not that it’s any of my business.”

“You’re right about that,” Jack says.

Toren looks around as if addressing the shop with its ranked shelves of used books and closed glass cabinets containing rarities. “He comes, he goes. The man from nowhere.”

“That’s me.”

“But a good customer. I’ll call zTrip. Used to be Happy Cab.”

“Thanks. I’ll be across the street in the park.” He holds up the book. “Maybe reading this.”

“I think McCoy was saying it’s the story of our lives—dance til you drop.”

“Or maybe he just wanted the second half of his advance,” Jack says, and leaves.

The bell jingles. Jack thinks, Yowza, yowza, yowza.
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He has finished forty pages of They Shoot Horses—it’s a fast read—before a Honda hatchback pulls up. Jack asks the driver if there’s a Dick’s or a Walmart handy. The driver tells him there’s a Dick’s Sporting Goods on O Street.

“Off we go,” Jack says.

He tries Dale’s cell twice more on the drive. Mailbox full. Tries the Hemingford sheriff’s office. Is invited to hold. Jack declines to do so. He googles Roy Kinneston and gets nothing newer than the abandoned truck.

But Dale was after them, Jack thinks. Kinneston. Speckhoffer. He shouldn’t be sure of that, but he is. Long ago, Lester “Speedy” Parker sent him after the Talisman. He found it somewhere, that part is lost to him, but he remembers the rainbow

(come to me)

and its touch has never left him. Usually it whispers. Sometimes—like now—it speaks in a louder voice. Sometimes it shouts.

At Dick’s, he gives the driver two twenties and asks him to wait, which the driver—Yasir—is happy to do. Inside, Jack settles on a Yeti waterproof duffel. He looks at the pricetag—an eye-popping $450—and momentarily wishes he hadn’t left his pack behind. But it wouldn’t have been big enough for what he needs. He buys the bag.

In the cab, Jack asks Yasir if there’s a Family Dollar handy.

“There’s one at the Belmont Shopping Center and one on 13th Street. 13th Street’s closer.”

“Please take me there,” Jack says. On the off chance, he tries the Hemingford County sheriff’s office again, and this time gets a different message. The robot tells him that there will be a press conference at four PM. Nothing else.

“What time is it?” Jack asks the driver.

“Time for you to get a watch,” Yasir says, and laughs. “Sometimes I just crack myself up.”

You and Pay Orville, Jack thinks.

“Three-thirty.”

“Is there a bar near the Family Dollar? One with a TV?”

“This is Lincoln, my good friend and valued customer. There are bars everywhere. The Miller Time’s close to Family Dollar. It’s in the Marriott Cornhusker.”

When they arrive, Jack tips Yasir another twenty and goes inside, toting his empty duffel bag. He would have been willing to spend another twenty to get the bartender to find the press conference, but the bartender says it’s going to be on all the local stations, because Kinneston and Speckhoffer are big news. Not just in Nebraska, either. They’ve gone nationwide.

A Mr. Businessman with a martini in front of him says, “I hope they’re dead. Terrible thing for a Christian to say, but I do.”

That seems to be the prevailing opinion, Jack thinks, but doesn’t say. Experience has taught him that striking up conversations in barrooms—even nice places like this—lead to trouble more often than not. He orders a beer and sits at the other end of the bar from the avowed Christian.

At 3:50 PM, Kelly Clarkson is interrupted to bring viewers a “KLKN Eyewitness News Special Report.” The reporter is standing on Main Street in Hemingford Home. Behind him is a bandstand where Dale and Jack listened to a fiddle band one Saturday afternoon—an all-American midwestern experience if there ever was one. Several other reporters are doing stand-ups. A podium has been placed on the bandstand with a cluster of microphones on it. Not all are local. One is from CNN and another from Fox News.

At four PM on the dot (Nebraskans are nothing if not punctual), three people go galumphing up the bandstand steps. Two wear brown deputy sheriff’s uniforms. The third is in a three-piece suit on a warm fall day and carries what looks like a draped poster, probably some sort of visual aid. Jack guesses Mr. Suit and Tie is either a State Patrol detective or the county district attorney.

The cop who approaches the microphones first is balding, red-faced, and clearly scared to death. The A-team, including the interestingly named Widge Jefferson, is in the field, Jack surmises. This guy is a placeholder, and probably out of his depth. Which is immediately confirmed.

“Good evening, lamies and gentlemen… I mean ladies and gentlemen. And ah jeez, I meant good afternoon.” He grows even redder in the face. If he doesn’t watch out, Jack thinks, his head will burst like a tomato with a firecracker planted in it. “I’m Deputy Walter White. Don’t confuse me with the one from Breaking Bad, if you’ve watched that.”

He waits for laughter at this sally and is disappointed. One of the reporters shouts, “Have Kinneston and Speckhoffer been apprehended?”

Deputy White grows redder still, which Jack would have thought impossible. “Uh… no, although an arrest is expected soon. That’s not what this is about.”

The man in the suit steps forward and prods Deputy Sheriff White. Not that subtly, either.

“Lamies and gentlemen, let me introduce Jerry Gaithers of the Nebraska State Patrol’s Criminous Division.”

Mr. Christian Businessman gives a bitter-lemon snort of laughter, which Jack gets. The not-ready-for-prime-time Deputy White sounds less like a law enforcement officer and more like the host of an old-time TV variety show extolling the next guest. There are also muted chuckles from the assembled reporters. Even the bartender is smiling as he wipes a glass.

Gaithers comes to the podium. Deputy White steps gratefully aside.

“It’s Jerome Gaithers, not Jerry. I oversee Troop H Central Field Services. That’s the Criminal—not Criminous—Division of the State Patrol. We are assisting in this investigation.”

Taking it over, you mean, Jack thinks. He knows where this is going.

“Reason being, Sheriff Dale Gilbertson is missing.”

Jack is ahead of the curve on this development. The reporters aren’t. There’s an excited babble and a flurry of overlapping questions. Gaithers holds up a regal hand, like King Canute ordering the waves not to touch his feet. The king failed, but Gaithers does not, at least for the time being. The reporters fall silent, awaiting more info.

Gaithers removes the drapery from the poster he’s got and lets it fall to the floor of the bandstand. It’s a photographic portrait of Dale Gilbertson, in full uniform, hat under his arm. It was probably taken from the wall of the sheriff station’s reception area.

Gaithers holds it up. “You with the video news, get a close-up of this, if you would.”

Dale’s face fills the screen. In his mid-sixties, he’s still a handsome man, although he’s wearing spectacles, and the sides of his dark hair have gone snow white. Jack has visited Dale in Nebraska several times during his survival-imposed exile to Mid-World, aka the Territories, but remembers him best from the grisly Fisherman case in French Landing. He was clearly out of his depth when it came to catching the cannibal murderer of small children. Burny should have been little more than a vegetable as the Alzheimer’s sank ever more deeply into his calcifying brain, but he had been possessed… infused… infested… pick your word… by a power from the Mid-World side.

Dale is a good man and a good cop. Jack hates to think he might be dead, but if he’s run afoul of two teenagers who have already killed eight or nine, and they took him by surprise…

“If anyone watching this has seen Sheriff Gilbertson, we need you to call this number.” Gaithers recites it and the number appears on the screen. The close-up of Dale’s picture gives way to the men at the podium (Deputy Walter White looking as if he wishes he could disappear), but Gaithers continues to hold up Dale’s portrait.

“Here is what we know. Some one hundred and seventy miles west of here, a farmer named Cole Travers was brutally murdered by Roy Kinneston and Tara Lynne Speckhoffer. They were identified by another farmer who was picking rocks from a field he planned to plow. He was too far away to offer help, but recognized Kinneston by his red hair and the girl by her blonde hair and pink motorcycle jacket—you have all seen those pictures.”

“Trailer trash kids,” Mr. Christian Businessman opines, and asks for another martini.

“The truck was abandoned in the parking lot of a Motel 6 on the outskirts of Taylor City in Elm County. Kinneston and Speckhoffer may have taken another vehicle. We can’t say for certain, as none has been reported stolen.”

Someone: “What about Gilbertson?”

Someone else: “Is he dead?”

A third someone: “What’s the connection?”

Gaithers gives the assemblage (who are presumably there to help as well as to get the inside dope on a sensational story) the look of a grumpy teacher dealing with unruly students. When they quiet, he goes on.

“Sheriff Gilbertson traveled to Wyoming—just over the border. When he didn’t find Kinneston and Speckhoffer there, he resumed his usual patrol in the western part of Hemingford County. At nine AM, he got in touch with Marjorie Gompers at the station and said he was planning to swing over to Elm County. This wasn’t unusual, as the departments of both counties—all Nebraska counties, really—travel back and forth and assist each other when they can. That is the last communication anyone has received from Sheriff Gilbertson. Shortly after noon, his cruiser was found at the end of Elm County’s Goshen Road with the keys in the ignition.”

Murmurs from the assembled newspeople. Like Jack, they know not-good when they hear it.

“There have been no sightings of Roy Kinneston and Tara Lynne Speckhoffer since they shot Mr. Travers. I want to emphasize that: No sightings. They may have played a part in Sheriff Gilbertson’s disappearance, Broken Bow in Custer County isn’t far from Elm County, but that is only an assumption, and I’m sure you know what assume means.”

“Makes an ass out of u and me,” says Mr. Christian Businessman. “An oldie but a goodie.”

“Shut up, I’m trying to listen,” Jack says… but he doesn’t have to hear any more. Jerome Gaithers (never Jerry) is correct to say there’s no proof of a connection between Dale and the teen killers, but he’s also made it clear, without coming right out and saying so, that he believes there is one. Dale Gilbertson ran across a pair of rattlesnakes, and Jack’s last remaining friend from his French Landing days is likely dead.

“The main purpose of this press conference is to make sure everyone in Elm County, Lancaster County, Hemingford County, and the Quad Counties knows two things: That Sheriff Gilbertson is missing, and this is what he looks like.” He holds the portrait up. “Sheriff Gilbertson has—”

Walter White leans in. He’s still red in the face, but now his eyes are glassy with tears. Buffoon he may be, but Jack’s heart goes out to him. “He has many decorations for bravery, both here and in Wisconsin! Also… he’s a good guy. A real good guy.”

Gaithers gives him a look that says Are you done yet?

“Pray for him!” Walter White blurts.

Mr. Christian Businessman raises his glass. “I’ll drink to that.”

Gaithers asks for questions. There are many, none particularly incisive. Jack puts some money on the bar, picks up his duffel, and prepares to leave.

“Hey, man, is this a joke?”

Jack turns back. The bartender is holding up a crumpled piece of paper with Edward Youngblood’s poorly drawn face on it. Below are gibberish hieroglyphics which in the Territories would say GOODS AND SERVICES. Jack apparently didn’t get all of the Dezi scrip out of his bankroll after all.

“Yeah, kidding.” Jack takes it back and puts down a twenty. “Keep the change.”

Someone at the press conference speaks up: “There’s plenty of woods in that part of Elm County. Are you searching there?”

“Yes,” Gaithers says. He speaks slowly, as if to a person who is mentally deficient. “The woods are being searched. So far no sign of Gilbertson or the teens.”

“The sheriff is dead,” Mr. Christian Businessman says, and Jack has to restrain himself from going back, twisting the man’s ear, and saying That’s my friend you’re talking about, so keep your idiotic predictions to yourself. He tries to strangle a corollary thought—even idiotic predictions sometimes come true—and can’t quite do it.
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Jack stands outside the bar, trying to decide what to do next. He has a duty to help his old friend (if he can be helped), but he also has his commission from Edward Youngblood, the so-called governor and all-around pain in the ass. Over here on a prosaic America-side street, it’s easy to think of Youngblood as a comic-opera villain. That would be a mistake. Probably for Jack, certainly for his tet of losers: Pay Orville, Mary Klee, George Elgin, and Larry “The Spinner” Magruder. Even Ryall Connors, pain in the ass though he can be.

One day on his road of trials, on the run from Morgan Sloat and heading

(hoping)

for the thing Speedy swore would save his mother’s life, Jack flipped from America-side into a herd of Territories sheep. He met their keeper, a big, shaggy fellow named Wolf, from the tribe of Wolfs (when speaking of these folken, they were never Wolves). Wolf went with Jack on his journey, and together they suffered many pains… but also a moit of joys. Wolf was a better, truer friend than Jack probably deserved, and taught Jack all he needed to know about caring for those who were weaker. Wolf called such the herd. You would risk your life to protect the herd, and lay it down if that were required. And in America, was Dale not Jack’s remaining sheep?

Here is what you’re going to do. Get the stuff Youngblood wants, then flip to Pernil. Return to Dezi, make the BK happy. Get you a healing while you’re there, as the fundamentalist Christians say. Fill yourself up with it. Then come back to America. The situation may be resolved, one way or the other. If it isn’t, see what you can do in Nebraska before you start to sicken again. If all else fails…

“I can at least comfort Sarah,” he says, and goes into the Family Dollar to complete the next chore on his list.
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Coke Zero is on sale, but that won’t work for Youngblood. A pig for sugar is the Big Kahuna. Jack puts five twelve-packs of regular Coke in his shopping cart, which is all he estimates that his new duffel bag will hold. He pays at the checkout, and when the guy at the register says “Someone’s thirsty,” Jack tells him he doesn’t know the half of it. Of course, the Coke will be warm by the time he and the other two get back to Dezi, but Youngblood will have Ayden Hestin, his all-around man of work, tote it down the Grandway to the breakwater, at the end of which the cans will be netted and left to cool nine feet down.

Jack loads up the duffel, now filled with over fifty pounds of carbonated bellywash, and totes it out to the street. His heart takes another of those distressing stutters. Suddenly the day seems both too bright and also not quite there, which he supposes is a paradox, and who gives a shit?

There’s a clothing shop next door with a couple of benches in the shade of an awning. Two men, unhoused drifters by the look, are sitting on one bench and passing a brown bag back and forth as they talk national affairs with the weighty gravity of seasoned politicians. Jack’s heart backfires some more, and the duffel seems to put on another twenty pounds. Twenty at least. He sits on the other bench, puts the Yeti bag between his feet, and waits to see if his damaged heart will resume its work or go on a permanent vacation.

One of the political gents approaches him. He’s got the brown bag in one hand. The other hand, and the whole arm it should be attached to, is missing. “G’day, mate. Got a few bucks for a Desert Storm vet?”

Jack considers the man, who’s wearing corduroys and a filthy parka, the left sleeve pinned up with a big safety pin. “What’s in your sack, my friend? Might it possibly be Thunderbird or Apple Zapple?” The intuition is still with him. He thinks, Use the force, Jack, and has to smile.

The political gent smiles back, showing his few surviving teeth. “T-Bird, got it in one.”

“What’s the price?” Jack asks.

“Well, used to be fifty twice, but times have changed.”

Jack takes his bankroll, now somewhat depleted, from his pocket and peels off a twenty. “Give it over, may it do ya.”

The political gent takes the twenty and gives Jack the bag. Jack pulls out the green bottle with the red label and sloshes the contents. Which are also depleted.

“Not much left,” the political gent admits.

“Doesn’t matter with magic juice,” Jack says, and swallows the remainder in two gulps. The burn takes him back to Arcadia Funworld, his mother dying in the hotel close by. The Alhambra was once fancy and in its latter days (its sad latter days) became rather dilapidated. The same could be said of his mother.

“It’s magic juice, all right,” says the other political gent. Like a bug to a streetlight, he has been drawn by the sight of Andrew Jackson on green paper. “Got that right.”

Jack provides this second political gentleman with another twenty. “Buy another bottle,” he says. “On me.” Although it’s actually on Edward Youngblood.

The second political gent points to the Yeti duffel. “What’s in there?”

“Stuff to drink, but not your tipple,” Jack says. “Go on, now. Put an egg in your shoe and beat it.”

The first political gent says, “Are you all right, mister?”

“Never better.” His heart has settled back into its old steady rhythm.

“You been in the desert? You’re awful sunburnt.”

“I have been in the desert on a horse with no name,” Jack says.

The second political gentleman laughs. “I know that one! Group that did it was… sumpin.”

“America,” Jack says. “That was the name of the group.” He gives each of them another twenty—why not?

“Your lucky day, gentlemen. And now, I say it with politeness and all the good will in the world, fuck off.”

They go, probably bound for the nearest supermarket to refresh their supply of potables. Then the first political gent turns back.

“I were you, I’d see a doctor, fella.” He points at Jack’s hands. “I know KS when I see it.”

Jack looks down. There are dark lesions on both hands. When did those pop up? When I was watching the press conference? Buying Coke?

“Kaposi spots,” the political gent says. “Not makin a value judgment, just tellin it like it is.”

“Say thankya,” Jack says, and watches them go off down the street. The conversation was interesting, the shot of T-Bird revivifying, but he has another place to go.

He stands, grabs the duffel, and goes around to the side of the clothing store. There’s a grassy path here and a cat curled up on a dumpster, watching him with wary green eyes. He can still taste the wine in his mouth. It’s nasty and harsh and beautiful as only an unexpected taste of long-gone childhood can be. He closes his eyes and thinks, Travelin’ Jack, oh Travelin’ Jack.

He hears a motorcycle roaring down 13th Street. The sound grows fainter. It echoes, then is replaced by a piano playing a jag-time tune and many offkey, drunken voices bellowing a dirty ditty at the top of their lungs.

It’s the Malamute Saloon, he thinks, where a bunch of the boys are whooping it up.

Only it’s not Alaska on America-side but Pernil on Territories-side, and now he can smell the stink of rotting garbage. He’s back. He opens his eyes and sees large rats, a couple of them muties with extra legs, rooting in the garbage.

“Get out!” Jack cries, and claps his hands.

The expensive Yeti duffel bag has become a handmade totesack with RETURN TO VARNEY’S STABLE printed on the side in the speech. He looks into the sack. His TracFone has become a wooden box with the words (in English this time) FOR YOUR PRIZES stamped on the lid in fading purple ink. He opens it. There’s nothing inside but a rusty fishhook. Some prize, Jack thinks.

The red twelve-packs of soda are now purple, bottles instead of cans, and instead of Coca-Cola Original Taste, they say Cooa-Cooa Ori Tay. His belt, which was brown leather on America-side, is still brown but has gained bright red adornments that might be colored glass. Or maybe they’re ruby chips.

Jack leaves the alley. Night has fallen in Pernil. Gas lamps on high iron posts flare on Main Street. The singing is coming from the Pernil Saloon two or three doors down from the hotel. As he walks that way, the neck of the totesack strangled in his fist, among the many voices he can hear a bawling tenor that must be Payton Orville. Drunk as a skunk, by the sound. And has he funded his drinking with scrip meant to rent a bucka wagon? Jack thinks this is like asking if the sky is up and the ground is down.

Coke is one of the things that doesn’t change when it comes across from America-side (the burner phone not so much). Jack has never been able to figure out what changes and what doesn’t. He puts the totesack in a deep shadow on the far side of the boardwalk. He holds his hands out beneath the yellow lamplight and watches as the blemishes—Kaposi’s or not—first dwindle, then disappear. The Territories have worked their magic. One of their many magics.

Jack goes into the saloon to collar his wayward lamb.
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What he sees when he enters the saloon—hazy with smoke, lit by flaring gaslight wall sconces—isn’t one wayward lamb, but two. Only Pay, however, is compos mentis. Mary Klee’s head is resting on the large circular table at the center of the room. She’s snoring. Her hair has spilled over most of her face. One hand still clasps a shot glass filled with what looks like venous blood. She appears to be the only woman in the place. Pay Orville is next to her but giving her no attention at all. There are eight or nine men at the table with him, most bewhiskered, all red-eyed. Several are wearing jug hats, the traditional headgear of drop-riders, but Pernil is far west of the Clean Sea. No drop-riders here. These are town bad boys Pay is drinking with. Layabouts. Hardcases. One of them is caressing Mary’s neck as the piano player—dimly seen in a fug of cigarette and cigar smoke—pounds away.

“You got the words now, so one more time!” Pay yells. The man next to Mary drops his hand to her breast and gives it a squeeze. In that moment, Jack could cheerfully have pulled his gun and shot Payton between the eyes for allowing it. Only he has no gun to shoot with. It’s under a pile of hay in another world, wrapped in a plastic bag.

A few members of the mean-looking crew sing the first verse of the song Pay has taught them: “OH, HERE COMES JOHNNY WITH HIS PECKER IN HIS HAND, HE’S A ONE-BALL MAN, AND HE’S OFF TO THE RODEO!” More join in on the chorus. “ALLAMANDE LEFT, ALLAMANDE RIGHT, COME ON YA FUCKIN TURKEY GETCHA RIGHT FOOT RIGHT, YA KNOW…” Now it’s an ensemble bellow, drowning out the piano player: “YA PISS ME OFF, YA FUCKIN JERK, QUITCHABITCHIN, GO BACK TO WORK!”

They whoop and holler. One of them throws a glass, which the stone-faced sai tending the bar catches easily. He’s old; his reflexes are not. A few of Pay’s party look toward the batwings to glance at Jack, then turn their attention back to Pay.

“Do that fuckin trick again, you fat whoremaster!” one of them yells. “Do it again! Queen of fuckin spades this time!”

Payton has also turned briefly to the door, but Jack doesn’t know if he’s been recognized or not. There was something in Pay’s face Jack has never seen before: terror.

Pay pulls back his sleeves. “Observe, gents, nothing but arms and they go all the way up to my shoulders.”

The hardcases bellow as if this is the funniest thing they’ve ever heard… and in their current state of advanced inebriation, it may well be.

Pay reaches toward the man caressing the unconscious Mary and pulls a queen of spades from the man’s ear. Jack sees the pass, but thinks it’s pretty damn good for a man as drunk (or scared shitless) as Payton seems to be.

The crew roars its appreciation. The man to Pay’s left—the one not currently giving Mary a breast exam—says, “Make Hector talk! You so smart, make im talk!”

“Who’s Hector?” Pay asks, grinning. Something about that frozen grin keeps Jack where he is. None of the rough men at the table are strapped, but there’s a lot of them and only one of him. Jack would give a great deal to have his Glock right now. Like Coca-Cola, it’s the same in both worlds. Maybe in all the worlds, if there are more.

The old man behind the bar, wearing a dirty white apron tied all the way up and under his armpits, points to a shelf, where a grinning wooden puppet sits with his jointed legs dangling down. He’s wearing boots, a jug hat, and nothing else. His penis, made of wood and thus everlastingly erect, is grotesquely long, reaching almost to his nose. His blue eyes are crossed.

“Hector! Hector!” the rough man chants, and the other rough men take it up: “Hector! Hector! HECTOR! HEK-TORR!”

The stone-faced barkeep takes the doll from the shelf and dances it along the bar—clackety-clack-clack-clack. The men shout and stamp their feet. The barkeep doesn’t smile as he does it, and Jack thinks there’s something dreadful about him. Jack looks at Pay. The penny drops. Although he’s grinning and chanting along with the rest, Payton is scared to death. That’s what that quick look to Jack was about. He sees something else when Pay goes to the bar and takes the dancing doll from the barkeep. He isn’t drunk. He isn’t high. Like Scheherazade, he is entertaining for his life. And, perhaps, for Mary’s.

The chanting dies away, and Jack can hear the barkeep clearly: “Break Hector and I’ll break you.”

The intuition is still strong, and Jack knows—doesn’t think but absolutely knows—that Pay is doing stand-up to save a beating for himself and, very likely, to keep Mary from being gang raped. This is a new and improved version of not-good.

Pay has found some sort of rudimentary control lever in Hector’s back. The doll’s blue eyes roll around as if checking out the drunken layabouts who form his audience. His mouth clunks open and shut and a high, piping voice—almost a girl’s voice—comes from him. Jack is amazed. He had no idea that ventriloquism was part of Pay’s repertoire.

“Stand back, boys!” Hector says in his falsetto, and Pay bumps the doll’s hips. “I don’t know how big this thing gets!”

The men roar.

Hector looks from side to side. His painted eyeballs clack as well as his mouth. “The doctor said I had to stop jerking off and when I asked why, he said, I’m trying to examine you.”

More laughter.

“See what I did there?” Hector asks and looks jerkily from side to side.

“Make im suck imself off!” a man in a dark red jug hat bellows.

Hector says, “Sorry, I can’t pucker. But you can suck it for me.”

The men bellow with laughter, but not the one who wanted to see Hector fellate himself. He stands up, glass in hand. “That ain’t funny, I don’t do that shit.” Before Jack can fully formulate an axiom, something about how men who take special umbrage at gay jokes may have psychological issues with their own sexuality, Jug Hat throws his glass. Pay ducks. The bartender makes an effort to catch this glass as well, but misses. It shatters on the bar.

“You’re paying for that, Freddy,” the barkeep says.

Jug Hat ignores this. His attention is fixed on Pay. “You want to see supp’m funny? I’ll show you supp’m funny, your teeth all over the fuckin floor!”

Pay steps back, raising pudgy, ineffectual hands. Hector says, in a voice that sounds exactly like Pay’s, “Let’s not get carried away, all friends here, right?”

Freddy continues to advance, balling his fists. Jack prepares to step in, but he doubts if he’ll take this man by surprise, as he did to the Ho-Chunk security guy. Just then he feels a draft on his back as someone else enters the saloon. Jack is shouldered aside. The man who has entered is heavyset and wearing a tarnished silver star on an old leather vest. Jack is relieved to see that he also has a gun on his hip. It looks as old and worn as the lawman’s vest, might not work, but as a symbol of authority, it has an effect.

“There you are,” the lawman says. He’s talking to Pay.

Jack is struck by a sudden and probably fallacious idea: that this man is Dale Gilbertson’s Twinner. Or maybe it’s not fallacious. Dale is the sheriff of Hemingford County. Is this fellow the sheriff of Pernil?

“Hello, Constable,” Pay says. “Good to see you again.”

“This is not a place for folks from away,” the constable says. “Not salesmen of spring tonics, not gamblers, not funny tricksters, not strangers in general. That your lady friend?”

“Yes, sir. She is.”

“You should take better care of her. See if she can walk. If she can’t, carry her.”

“I’ll do it,” Jack says. The idea of Pay carrying her is ludicrous.

Pay speaks in the same squeaky voice he used for Hector. “Hey, Jack, fancy meeting you here.”

The constable looks Jack over. “Are you with these two?”

“Yes.”

“Do I know you?”

It’s a complicated question Jack has no intention of answering in this smoke-filled barroom. He just says no.

The one in the dark red jug hat is still standing by the table. The constable points at him. “Freddy! Sit!”

Freddy sits. He doesn’t look angry, just dazed.

“Get the woman,” the constable says to Jack. And to Pay: “Give the dummy to Upfield.” This time he points to the bartender. “Hector’s talked more than enough for one night.”

Pay hands the doll to the stone-faced bartender. Jack goes to Mary and tells the man sitting next to her to get his hands off her. He does. Jack picks her up. It’s easy. She seems to weigh next to nothing, but maybe that’s because he’s at full strength again. Of course he’s also full of adrenaline.

“Come on, now,” the constable says to Jack. “We need to finish the palaver me’n this fellow Orvis started earlier.”

“It’s Orville,” Pay says. “You won’t believe this, but my brother Wilber and I—”

“Shut up,” Jack says, and for a wonder, Pay does.
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Most of the time Jack understands that he’s a real man leading a real life, someone who eats and shits and sleeps (although since Sophie died, sleep is harder to come by). Sometimes, though, he feels like a fictional character in some fucked-up saga which only makes occasional sense. That feeling comes to him when Pernil’s town lawman formally introduces himself in his trim little office. He says his name is Aaron Destry. As a teenager, Jack went through a short but violent love affair with Westerns, which his mother called “horse operas.” (As the Queen of the Bs, she had made her share.) His favorite novelists in this genre were Zane Grey, Archie Joscelyn, and Max Brand. The latter’s most famous book was Destry Rides Again. Jack loved it and begged his mother to re-make it, with Paul Newman as Tom Destry and her, Lily Cavanaugh, as his love interest. Jack can still remember his mother’s reply, and the sad smile with which she gave it: I’m too old, and Paul Newman never would have acted with me, even in my best days. He’s a star.

The constable’s office is quite homey, in part because a small potbellied stove is putting out stuporous heat. Constable Destry hangs his vest on one coathook and his gunbelt on another. He cocks a thumb at the two closet-sized jail cells and tells Jack to put the lady in one of them. He gives lady a mild sarcastic emphasis.

There was a fairish walk down Pernil’s main street to this humble citadel of law and order, and while Mary seemed light at first, she seemed a lot heavier by the time they arrived. Feeling now like a rubber-suited creature in one of his mother’s monster movies (The Thing from Blood Cave comes to mind), Jack carries her into one of the cells and lays her down on the bunk. She’s snoring more loudly than ever. When he returns, Constable Destry is putting a battered coffee pot on the stove.

“It’ll be twice perked and strong as hell,” the constable warns.

“Good,” Jack says. “I can use the caffeine.”

“The what?”

“The go-juice that goosed the moose,” Pay says. “The legal crack that knocks you back, then sends you speeding down the track. The—”

“Son,” the constable says (not unkindly), “shut your cakehole.”

Pay does. To Jack he looks tired and still scared, the kind of man who tells jokes instead of whistling in the dark… which is, now that Jack thinks about it, a very adequate description of a comedian’s job. Payton’s sober, all right, and knows he and Mary just had a very close call.

“The funnyman here says you are planning a trip to Riven,” Constable Destry says. “Although he called it Reevin.”

“Can you catch me up?” Jack asks. “I’ve been out of town.”

This time Destry cocks his thumb at Pay. “You start, and try to dispense with the jokes.”

Pay grimaces. “I found out the town has a constable here from the hotel desk clerk. Asked Mary if she wanted to take a little paseo down Main Street to see what the town cop knew about Revin, Reevin, or Riven or whatever the hell it’s called. She was lying down. Said she was having her monthly visit from the cardinal with the usual cramps, and like a fool I believed her. She said she might get some soup in the restaurant, and like a fool I believed that, too. I gave her some scrip, and she took it straight to the Pernil Saloon.”

“Also known as the Bucket of Blood,” Destry puts in.

“Which doesn’t surprise me,” Pay says. “It’s the kind of honkytonk where they drink the beer and then eat the glass. What’s with the creepy doll with the big whanger?”

“Hector’s the saloon mascot,” Destry says. “Been on that shelf for years. If you’d broken him, they would have stuck you in the privy out back and watched you drown in shit.”

“What a town,” Pay says. “I bet you have Witch Burning Wednesdays.”

“Don’t have enough women around these parts to burn any extra,” Destry says, and looks surprised when Pay bursts out laughing. “What? What did I say?”

“Never mind,” Pay says. “A joke explained is a joke ruined. We were palavering about Ruin, the sheriff and me—”

“Constable. And it’s Riven.”

“Riven, check. Constable, double check. We were palavering, and then I started getting worried about Mary. Just this strong feeling… you probably don’t understand…”

“I understand it very well,” Jack says.

“I found her like you saw. Passed out and getting felt up. When the scrip I gave her ran out… if they’d take it at all, I don’t know about that… those guys bought her drinks until she passed out. I came in, saw what was happening, and gave them my best bits, tapdancing my ass off, so to speak, to keep them from taking her out back and pulling a train on her. Then you walked in.”

“Deus ex machina,” Jack says, to which Pay and Destry respond, in perfect harmony: “Huh?”

“Never mind.”

Destry says, “What’s your name?”

“Jack Sawyer.”

“Sure I don’t know you from somewhere? Maybe Arten or Debaria? I lawed awhile in both of those places.”

“Not there,” Jack says.

“Well, ne’mine, maybe it’ll come to me. In the meantime, let’s get down to it. Why go to Riven? That’s a dangerous place, and you don’t look like particularly dangerous people.” He considers this and adds, “Well, the jokester and the drunk crimpah don’t, anyway.”

“Don’t call her that,” Pay says, and in that moment there’s nothing funny about him.

Destry studies him for a moment, then says, “Cry your pardon,” and turns to Jack.

“We were sent by Edward Youngblood. Do you know who he is?”

“Folks around here call him the Baron of Mejis. Kind of joking and kind of not.”

“He’s the governor, but yes, he probably thinks of himself as a baron. He’s got delusions of grandeur. Which means—”

“I got a good idea what it means.” Destry takes a towel, wraps it around the handle of the coffee pot, and brings it to the table. “I ain’t no estúpido.”

“Never thought you were,” Jack says.

Destry pours three cups of coffee. “When she wakes up, she’ll need some of this. If she wakes up. The rotgut they serve in the Bucket is plenty strong, and she must have drank her share.”

“She’s got excellent capacity,” Pay says. “You’d be surprised.”

“Being in the law trade, I probably wouldn’t be. Drinks a lot, does she?”

Pay thinks carefully about how to answer this, perhaps feeling that whatever he says won’t be just about her, because he is—in Lily Cavanaugh’s words—“her special man friend.” In the end, he speaks with more diplomacy than Jack would have expected.

“She goes at it pretty steady, best she can afford. But to take a bath in it the way she did this afternoon and tonight…” He shakes his head and sighs.

Destry to Jack. “Tell your tale.”

He tells Destry that Youngblood sent them to have a look at what he called the Great Gorge.

Destry says, “We here call it the Gullet. Your pal said you told him Riven is seventy wheels or so west of here. It’s more like ninety. Not in the Blasted Lands, but on the southern edge of them. Do you really mean to go?”

“I think we have to,” Jack says… but the thought of Dale—missing on America-side, possibly dead—weighs on him. Sarah will be terrified. Their son Davey, too. And what can he, Jack, do about it? Not much, maybe nothing at all. Which brings his mother to mind. No surprise there. Roll your oats until you can’t roll em anymore, Jacky, she used to say.

Lily Cavanaugh was talented and determined, which was probably why she continued to work even after she gained weight and her natural beauty was partially replaced by makeup. Some of her longevity in “the biz” no doubt was because she was married to an excellent film agent, part was her willingness to bring her A game to B pictures, but that wasn’t all of it. Long after most of the other starlets she’d come up with—pretty faces, pert breasts, long legs—had retired from the field, beaten, she continued to act in films. She used to tell Jack you had to keep pushing, but when you had to stand back, to do it with good grace. Roll your oats, Jacky, until you can’t roll em anymore.

“Going out there and having a gleep might be good,” Destry says. “Somebody has to, and it ought to be somebody responsible. Your pard ain’t much to look at—”

“Hank yew,” Pay says, giving Destry his best Elvis imitation. “Hank you verra much.”

“—but he did go after his lady friend, which took some sand.”

“What is the Gash, or Gullet?” Jack asks.

Destry sighs heavily and downs his entire cup of coffee, which makes him sort of a hero in Jack’s estimation. “No one really knows, but the Manni-folk say it’s growing. Don’t know if that matters, or what you can do about it if it does matter, but this fella Youngblood is the only strongman this side of the mystery, so he at least ought to hear, although I don’t know what he could do about it, if something needs to be done.”

Jack knows that when Mid-World folken speak of the mystery, they mean lost Gilead.

Destry leans forward. “But listen close. Youngblood won’t know anything if you get lost or killed. So you need to have a care. Blasted Lands are full of mutie beasts, and the Manni say Riven is full of wompies. Dunno if that’s true or not, but they should know, because they live there. You wouldn’t want to be out in the open there after dark. I wouldn’t, anyway.”

“Is there a road to this Gullet? Do you know that?”

“Used to be one near there. Some call it the Riven Road, some the Gilead Road. Old-timers say once you get west of Riven, you’ll see the Gullet at night. They say it casts a light that goes straight up to the clouds.”

Pay says, “What about radiation?” This word comes out in English rather than the speech.

Destry frowns. “Do ya?”

“Poison. I hear the Blasteds make people sick. They vomit, their skin comes sloughing off, they bleed, then they die. Like that.”

“Riven is all right, or so they do say. And in the before times, when there was trade back and forth—none of that since Riven’s gone to the Manni, though—I heard there were ways to go into the Blasteds and keep safe.”

Jack surprises himself by saying, “I was through them as a boy, and I’m all right.”

Of course there’s the fact that he’s never had children. He and Sophie wanted a kid or two, but Sophie didn’t conceive. She blamed Morgan Sloat’s Twinner, who’d raped her when she was twelve, but Jack thought—given time it would happen despite her injuries. Before it could, time had run out. Which left him empty and lost, caring not one whit about the motility of his sperm.

Pay is looking at Jack, wide-eyed. “Say what?”

“I thought you knew I’d been here before,” Jack tells him, thinking: It’s like ’carnation. And to Destry: “All that’s a long story for another day. My friend Richard and I were on a train. Do’ee ken train, Constable?”

“Of course. I told you—”

“Not estúpido, right. Cry your pardon.”

“No need. How long ago would that have been?”

Jack can’t tell him, because the flow of time doesn’t match between that world and this one. He settles for tossing up his hands in Mid-World fashion and saying delah.

“But when you were a kiddo, you and your friend didn’t see any sign of the Gullet?”

“No.”

“My da’ and grandda’ said it was getting better in the Blasteds, but then the Gullet opened, and now it’s like your friend says. The people who spend too much time there get sick.”

“Don’t really fancy getting leukemia,” Pay says. That word also comes out in English.

“Haven’t a dando what that means,” Destry says.

“Blood-sick.” Pay scruffs his hand along the top of his head. “I’d like to keep what little hair I have left. Also not have my asshole fall out one fine day while I’m taking a shit. Sorry to be so graphic, but I gotta tell it like it is. You may be checking out the Gullet—gleeping it—by your lonesome, Jacky-boy.”

“You can go as far as Riven safe enough,” Destry says. “Then speak to the Manni-folk. There’s some that still live in that town, although why they stay and how they keep safe from the wompies I don’t know. But I’m told they have a way of doing that, and a way of going into the Blasted Lands and keeping safe from the sickness.”

“Have you been to Riven yourself?”

“Not for years, but a couple of men I trust have been. My father and my uncle. They went looking for… things of value.”

The intuition is still with Jack, and strong. Also, things between America and Mid-World have a strange (but pleasing) doubling effect. An echo. Or maybe it’s ka.

“Things of value like books?”

Destry nods. “There were many books in Riven. Delah. Also, the Manni would trade canned stuff and fresh veg for fresh meat. Don’t know where they got those canned goods, or if they have any more or not. As a boy I was partial to ‘baked beans.’ Do’ee ken baked beans?”

Jack and Pay nod.

“Don’t even know for sure if the Manni-folk are still there. I think so, but that trade has dried up.”

“Did your father and uncle bring books back?”

“Aye. Books are more valuable than gold out here.”

“And they talked to the Manni-folk?”

“Aye. The Manni told them there’s magic clothing.”

“Mormon underwear!” Pay exclaims, and bursts out laughing.

Destry gives him a puzzled look. “Are the Manni called Mormons where you come from?”

“Never mind,” Pay said. “A joke explained, et cetera.”

Destry: “Is thy friend crazy?”

“Nope. It’s just that whatever thought enters his head comes out of his mouth with no pause for reflection.”

“No doubt,” Pay says. “I’m a stream-of-consciousness guy.”

Jack turns to him. “Go with me at least as far as Riven. See what we find there. What do you say?”

“Wompies are what we’ll find. At least according to Wyatt Earp here.”

“Is that a no?”

“It’s a let’s be careful. Visit in daylight only.” Pay looks at Destry. “I’m assuming the Riven wompies stay in their little bedhouses during the day?”

“Yar, so I’ve been told, and I’ve heard they burn like dry kindling in sunlight. If the Manni-folk can tell you the way to the Gullet, come back and tell me what you saw there. Just to me, do ya kennit. I don’t want bad news to spread from one end of Pernil to the other and start a panic. We’re barely holding on as it is. Now that the trolley to Debaria has quit on us, I don’t know what we’ll do.”

“What about Mary?” Pay asks. “Without me to steady her… keep her from going off on another binge…” He shrugs.

Destry goes to the cell where Mary is snoring and runs the door shut. The lock clunks. Mary gives a guttural moan of protest and turns her face to the wall. “I’ll keep her and feed her until you get back. Bella from the saloon can give her a whore’s bath and wash the puke out of her hair.”

“She’s apt to have the DTs,” Pay says, and although DTs also comes out in English, Destry understands.

“She’ll shake and shiver and throw up, say true. May even pitch a fit. But by the time you return, she’ll be as clear as the summer sky and ready to go back to where you came from. The seashore, I kennit.”

“You mean you’ll keep her prisoner,” Pay says.

Destry shrugs.

Pay nods slowly. “Might be for the best. Just don’t let me come back and find her dead. She’s not much, bit of a project, but not all bad.”

You love her, Jack thinks. You just can’t quite bring yourself to say it.

Jack considers the idea of sending her back to Dezi on the trolley, if it’s still running. She did all right on the three-day trip out here, after all. Except she had her big travel bag, didn’t she? And might have been nipping at a bottle tucked inside every time she went to the jakes, which had been (he now realizes) with suspicious frequency. Secret drinking is a specialty of the serious alcoholic, and they can be clever about it. He could send her back with enough booze for maintenance, but suppose the trolley quit for good out there in the badlands? He can’t even give her his gun, because right now he doesn’t have it.

Destry says, “I’ll make sure you have a light bucka and two good horses to pull it. You can be in Riven in three days, four at most. There’s helio stations along the way, and you may be able to send a message back from Riven. Just to tell me you’re all right, kennit. When you return, your lady will be all dried out and ready to start drinking again.”

“If we get back,” Pay says morosely… but Jack sees a gleam in the pudgy man’s eyes that makes him think Pay is curious to see Riven, even the Gullet somewhere beyond. Or maybe he just likes the idea of a little vacation from co-dependency.

Jack wonders what a helio station might be but decides not to ask. What he really wants is his bed in the Tull Suite of the Good Rest Hotel. It’s got to be a better mattress than hay.
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They pasear back to the hotel side by side, shoes clopping and clumping on the wooden boardwalk.

“Did you go back?” There’s no need for Pay to expand on what he’s talking about.

“Yes.”

“Our world hasn’t turned into a nuclear wasteland yet?”

“No, the politicians are still working on that. I have to go back again. Just a quick trip. I have a friend who’s in trouble.”

“But you won’t decide to stay there and leave me in this dusty asshole of a town, right?”

“Right.”

Jack thinks and rejects the idea of telling Pay that if he stayed America-side he would sicken in days and die within a week or two. Pay has that tendency to blab before he thinks, and Jack’s delicate situation might get back to Edward Youngblood. That would be bad, because Youngblood believes Jack could return to his own world for good any old time. It’s one of the ways in which he holds some power over the BK.

“I’ll be back soon. Hold up a second.”

They have reached the place where he left Youngblood’s Coca-Cola, and Jack is relieved to find it still there. “Keep this for now,” Jack says. “And keep it safe.”

“What is it?”

“Coke. You can have one bottle and only one. The rest is for Youngblood. There’s a book in there, too. Not the one he wanted, but it’s got a good cover, and it’ll keep him sweet.” Before handing the totesack to Pay, he takes out the wooden box with FOR YOUR PRIZES stamped on the top.

“What have you got?” Pay asks.

Jack opens the lid. Pay looks at the rusty fishhook and says exactly what Jack was thinking: “Some prize. Does it change on the other side?”

“It better.”

Pay takes out the book and Jack knows what the pudgy comic is going to say this time, too. “Yowza, yowza, yowza.”

“And the dance goes on,” Jack says.

Pay bursts into a sunny grin. “Yess! Gig Young, dude! Right?”

Jack grins back. “Awesome. I always wanted Paul Newman to re-make it.” With my mother.

They resume walking.

“Who’s gonna keep the Coke while we’re off adventuring? Have you thought of that? The hotel’s probably got a safe, but the desk clerk’s undoubtedly got the combo, and Coke’s even rarer than books in this corner of the universe.”

Jack has thought of it. “Just keep it safe tonight. One bottle and one bottle only, do’ee not kennit?”

“Talk American, big guy.”

“Does thee not kennit, chunna-boy?”

Pay starts to reply, then snickers and points at him. “I see what you did there.”

They walk on. The bottles clink. At the door of the hotel, Pay looks up at Jack. His rubbery face is solemn. It makes him look older. He points vaguely west. “Are we going to get killed out there?”

Jack claps Pay on the shoulder and speaks pure American. “Fuck, no.” He hands Pay the bag.



4

He makes a brief visit to the Tull Suite and takes the notebook—the one with SOPHIE stamped on the cover in gold. No reason but intuition. He slides it between his moneybelt and the small of his back, then returns to the closie between the hotel and the restaurant with the wooden prize-box in one hand.

Jack closes his eyes. Thinks of the ruined barn with the faded Mail Pouch sign and the nearby turnpike interchange. There’s a pause when he’s nowhere, between worlds

(but not in todash space, God no)

and then he feels the prize-box change. When he opens his eyes, it’s to a beautiful Nebraska sunrise. Big interstate landcruisers drone east and west on I-80. And there’s a TracFone instead of a wooden box in his hand.
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He excavates his Glock from the hay and belts it around his waist. In the barn he has no bars on the TracFone, so he walks to the highway, soaking his pants to the knees with morning dew. There’s that B&B store near the turnpike interchange on Route 19, still closed, but the Wi-Fi is on, no password required. FOR OUR VALUED GUEST, says the welcome screen.

The Lincoln Journal Star has a paywall, so he goes to the KLKN site, where he only has to wait out an ad for some miracle drug, and then he gets the latest on Kinneston, Speckhoffer, and his real interest, which is Dale.

The good news is that Dale’s body hasn’t been found in the tangles of scrubland beyond the dead end where his cruiser was left. The bad news is that he hasn’t been found at all. Neither have the killer teens. The reporter is at the Elm County softball field. Access to Goshen Road has been cut off.

“This is a mystery we can only wait and hope will be solved,” he says. “The State Patrol has combed these eight or ten miles of undeveloped land and have found no one. As one law officer told me, ‘It’s not exactly the Great North Woods there.’ Yet three hundred searchers, plus drones with heat signature technology, have found no sign of Kinneston, Speckhoffer, or the missing sheriff of Hemingford County, Dale Gilbertson. Not here in Elm County, and not in the neighborhood of the Motel 6 where the truck of murdered farmer Cole Travers was found abandoned. But Jerome Gaithers of the State Patrol Criminal Division said late last night, ‘Both areas are surrounded and being combed, and they can’t hide forever.’ This is George Samms, Channel 8 news. Back to you guys in the studio.”

Jack doesn’t like it, but he was prepared for worse. They flipped, he thinks. Normal enough thought considering what he himself has been doing for most of his life, but so far as he knows, Kinneston and Speckhoffer can’t flip. Could Dale? That whole French Landing business is blurry in his memory—maybe because he was shot so soon after—but he thinks Dale was there, and crossed over.

He walks back to the ruined barn. Sits down on the hay. Pulls Sophie’s notebook out of his moneybelt, pages past the first entry, looking for the words flip and Speedy. After a few more pages about his mother, he finds what he’s looking for.
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I needed someone to talk to about worries no twelve-year-old kid should have, and Parkus—Speedy Parker—filled that bill. He also told me how to flip into Mid-World, or what I called the Daydreams. I had been there before, but around the age of nine, I stopped going. I think my mother talked me out of it. She said the Daydreams weren’t real and that she didn’t want me to go crazy, but I don’t think that was it. She was afraid I might either stay in that other place, or run afoul of something while I was there.

On this day—mother sick, Morgan Sloat chasing after us—Speedy walked me past the carousel and down the arcade, which was empty because it was fall and Funworld was closed for the season. Speedy was my friend, but I was also his pawn. I may tell you more about that later. What I want to tell you now is about how Speedy taught me to go… or re-taught me. Not by slipping into a daydream, but while I was wide awake.

That day he held out a green bottle to me. He called it his magic juice. He said that a lot of people didn’t need magic juice to visit Mid-World, which he called the Territories.

“But you ain’t been there in a while, have you, Jacky?”

He gave me a look of such sadness then! The way a sighted person looks at someone who’s blind or the way a person who can walk looks at someone who’s paralyzed. It made me sorry I had lost that other world. I had thought letting go of daydreams was just a part of growing up, but when Speedy held out that bottle, I knew I was wrong. I think most adults labor under that same misapprehension. To let go of your daydreams is to let your imagination die unannounced and with no memorial. It’s a kind of suicide.

He told me to have a little sip. He said if where I went was scary, I could have another sip and come back. “So the bottle will come with me?” I asked, and Speedy said, “Yeah-bob.”

I was scared, Sophie. I tried to give the bottle back—just cheap wine, Thunderbird, what’s the price, fifty twice—but he wouldn’t take it, so I winced my eyes shut and took a drink. It was awful, my dear, rancid and nasty. A horrible sweet-purple taste that laid a trail of fire down my throat.

When I opened my eyes, the amusement park was gone. The steady sound of the surf was there, but the water was a darker, richer blue. Boardwalk Avenue had become a cart-track. There were blackberry bushes on both sides of it. I picked some and they were the sweetest berries ever.

I saw a bird. I thought it was a giant gull, but it was actually a plunja. It began to hop toward me. I backed away and turned my head. I saw all these little flags—pennons—and a great pavilion rising against the bluest, purest sky I’ve ever seen. I knew that pavilion was our hotel on America-side. It was one of those echoes. A Twinner.

When I looked back at that horrible bird, it was even closer. It squawked, seeming to talk. Seemed to tell me my mother would die. I was terrified by it, and so I closed my eyes and took another sip of Speedy’s magic juice.

When I opened my eyes again, I was back on the arcade. I asked Speedy if I went and he said…



Jack reads the last words of this entry out loud: “Just like that, Jacky—like the wind.”

He closes his eyes now, as he did then. Waits. The sound of the crickets is replaced by someone drunk-singing his way home from the saloon, and the smell of putrefying garbage. Jack’s back. He got what news he could, and he got the other thing he came for.

His gun.
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He finds Pay Orville in the Good Rest Hotel’s seedy lobby, finishing a Coke with the totesack between his feet. Jack sees with a feeling that is suspiciously close to pity that Pay’s Converse sneakers are just about ready to give up the ghost. He has mended one with a piece of hayrope to keep the upper from divorcing the rubber sole.

“Quick trip,” Pay says.

“Yes.”

“You got you a shootin iron.”

“Yes.”

“Friend okay?”

“No news.” He takes the bag. “How was the Coke?”

Pay belches. Which is answer enough.
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[image: Jack Sawyer and Payton Orville sit beside a glowing campfire near their wagon and horses during a nighttime stop on their journey.]
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“COCKSUCKER! WHOREMASTER! PIMP! LET ME OUT OF HERE RIGHT FUCKING NOW! YOU HEAR ME, ASSHOLE?”

Pay looks at the cell where the light of his life is standing with her hands clasped around the bars. Her eyes are red and streaming with tears—it’s rage rather than sadness, Jack reckons, which isn’t much of a deduction, giving the stream of epithets and all-around vileness she’s spewing at Payton. Her hair is still clotted with vomit and the front of her corduroy jimmyjumper is wearing a bib of the same.

Aaron Destry is sitting at his little desk, writing on a child-sized chalkboard—the Mid-World version of an iPad—but when Pay starts sleepwalking toward the cell, Destry says, “I wouldn’t do that.” When Pay turns to look at him, the constable extends his right arm, which bears a crescent of red marks just above the wrist. “She bites.”

Jack sees a plate—fortunately metal and thus unbroken—overturned in the corner of the cell. It rests in a pool of congealing gravy beside a chicken leg. He doesn’t need intuition or any Holmesian deduction to understand the constable offered her the Pernil jail’s version of breakfast. She seized the plate, bit him a damn good one, then heaved away the food.

Jack has been used to seeing Mary scurrying from place to place, meek and mild (except when in the grip of one of her infrequent precognitive fits), biddable, and possessed of a sly sense of humor that’s very different from Pay’s knockabout burlesque-hall gags. This is a different Mary. This is Mary without her low-dose but steady maintenance drinking.

“GET THE KEY, YOU USELESS COCK-KNOCKER! GET ME THE FUCK OUT OF HERE!”

“Don’t fash yourselves,” Destry says… but it’s Pay he’s mostly speaking to. “By the time you get back here from your little pasear, she’ll be right as rain. Bella came by, meaning to clean her up, and I told her to come on back this afternoon.” He nods to the madwoman shaking the bars of the cell. “By then she’ll have quieted down a little.”

“Mary—” Pay begins.

“SUCK MY ASS!”

“You’ll feel better when you—”

“SUCK SHIT RIGHT OUT OF MY ASS! VACUUM IT OUT!”

“I—”

“FREDDY FAGGOT FROM FAGGOTVILLE! THAT’S YOU! IF YOU EVER WANT YOUR SAD OLD ASHES HAULED AGAIN, LET ME OUT OF HERE!”

Pay scurries for the front door.

“THAT’S RIGHT, CHICKENSHIT! RUN! RUN AWAY! IT’S ALL YOU’RE GOOD FOR!”

Pay leaves, hunching his shoulders as if from a sudden downpour: hail mixed with rain.

In a lower voice, Mary says, “Let me out, Jack. I’ll be good.” She’s looking with gleaming intensity at the totesack Jack has brought in. He guesses she’s heard bottles rattling inside.

“You’ll feel better in awhile,” Jack says. “No booze in this sack, anyway.”

“Fuck you and the horse you rode in on,” Mary says. She sits on the bunk, lowers her head, and begins to cry. “My head aches, my stomach hurts, I had to shit in yonder bucket. Why not just kill me? I see you’re wearing your gun.”

“Not the first longtime drunk I’ve had in there,” Destry says, “and she won’t be the last. She en’t got the rabies, I don’t suppose?”

“Don’t think so. No foaming at the mouth.”

“What’s in thy sack?”

“Something I want… that I need you to keep safe.”

“I’ll lock it in the other cell. Is it truly not liquor?”

“It’s not.”

“Good.” He casts a glance at Mary. “Seen the bucka out front?”

“Yes. Thank you.”

“Three days’ worth of eatin supplies in the back. Plus a waterbarrel. There’s cricks along the way, but I wouldn’t trust them a dight.”

“Thankee-sai.”

Destry puts his chalkboard aside. “How long have you been in Dezi, Jack?”

“Fifteen years. Maybe more. I can’t tell. I came with my wife.”

The constable nods. “How long have you been in this world? By your talk, it’s been awhile.”

Jack almost says delah, but it really hasn’t been that long, only seems that way. He settles for saying quite awhile.

“Your wife was the Shadow Queen?”

Jack nods.

“Say true?”

“True. It’s a long story. I’ll tell you some day, if I come back this wa—”

Mary springs forward to the bars with an eerie speed that makes Jack think of the little girl in The Exorcist. “You won’t be coming back! If you go without me, you’ll die! Die in Riven, die in the Blasteds, die in the Gullet! I’ve seen it!” She displays her hands with the eye tattoos in the palms. They stare at Jack and the constable with an expression—Jack could swear it—of terminal surprise. “TAKE ME OR DIE!”

Destry looks troubled for the first time. “Does she have the gift of prophecy?”

“She does,” Jack says, “but right now she’s just spewing lies. Aren’t you, Mary?”

Mary retreats to her bunk. Her hair hangs about her face. “You’ll find out,” she mutters. “You’ll find out.”

“Keep that bag safe,” Jack tells Destry. “The drink inside is for Governor Youngblood. I hope it will keep him sweet. For awhile, at least.”

“Go on,” Destry says quietly. “May you do well, thee and your friend.”

“Long days and pleasant nights,” Jack says, and is out the door before Destry can finish wishing him twice the number.
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The horses are fresh and strong. Pernil is behind the two men in no time at all. On the outskirts of town they pass the trolley station, and Jack sees the Dezi car has gone. Another trolley, cleaner and newer, is at the stop. People are getting off, and a few—farmworkers, from the look of them—are getting on. In the window at the front is the word MEJIS.

Jack is holding the reins, but the horses—Golden Boy and Rang—clip-clop along in perfect harmony. Past the trolley station the road narrows. Every now and then, on mild rises, they see posts with pieces of mirror embedded in the tops, so bright with reflected sunlight they’re hard to look at. Helios. A kind of telegraph. Pay is sitting on Jack’s right, and without the usual flood of amusing (well… sometimes) bullshit. His shoulders are no longer hunched. Now they’re just slumped. His quiet is at first soothing, then worrisome.

When Jack finally breaks the silence, Pernil has fallen behind and all around them is dusty emptiness broken by a few jutting mesas that look like broken teeth. “She didn’t mean those things she said. She’s just in withdrawal.”

“She meant every word,” Pay says in a tired voice utterly unlike his usual bright line of patter. “You ever heard the saying in vino veritas?”

“Sure.”

“Well, take away the vino after a person has been soakin in it for most of her adult life, and you get the real veritas.”

“I’m sure that’s not the case.”

“It’s exactly the case. I was a two-time loser in the marriage sweepstakes, and when it comes to comedy, my kind of shtick went out with tapdancing and Milton Berle. She knows what I am. Not self-pity, just tellin it like it is. If you expect me to buck up and do heroic shit on this little expedition, forget it. We ain’t Starsky and Hutch, and this ain’t Hollywood. I’m your basic court jester, and even Youngblood, not exactly a connoisseur of humor, is gettin ready to kick me to the curb.”

“Now that sounds like self-pity.”

Pay doesn’t want to laugh at that, but he does… a little resentfully. “What do they live on back there in that little shitsplat of a town? What’s the commerce that keeps the old municipal life blood circulating?”

Jack thinks it over while he watches a flock of large green birds fly east, leaving a fleeting pattern of ever-changing shadow behind. “You know, I have no idea.”

“Me either. You heard the one about the bankers stranded on a desert island?”

“No, tell me.”

“They all got rich trading each other their clothes at ten percent interest.”

“Which means what?”

“I have no idea, Jack. I was never a capitalist.”

Jack considers this for a long time. Then he says, “I see what you did there.”

This time there’s no resentment in Pay’s laughter. “Was she lying, do you think? When she said we’d die out here? I heard her through the door.”

“I certainly hope so,” Jack says. “Reach back there and hand me a popkin. I missed breakfast.”

Pay gives him one and takes one for himself. They munch some kind of mystery meat in silence. More tuffybirds fly overhead. Riven Road becomes narrower still, and weeds begin to grow up the center of it. They pass one final farm and then they’re in the big nowhere. Which would be, Jack thinks, a good name for one of the pulp novels Youngblood likes.
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Late in the day, with the sun on the wester, they come to a sullen little stream surrounded by trees that Jack—no botanist—thinks might be the Territories version of cottonwoods. He tells Pay they ought to camp here, because there’s going to be precious little twilight; out here, night falls with a bang.

“How do you know that?” Pay asks.

Jack shakes his head. “Just take my word for it.”

Payton surveys the little grove. “As good a place as any, I guess.”

Jack tells the horses to whoa up and tethers them to a couple of the trees. Destry has packed a sack of old apples, mushy and covered with blems. He gives a couple to Golden Boy and a couple more to Rang. They munch, then begin cropping the grass.

Pay is gathering fallen trashwood for a fire. He comes back with an armful and looks from the sullen little stream to the horses. “Is that grass safe for them to eat, do you think? It’s close to the stream, and Marshal Earp back there said to steer clear of the water.”

“They’re going to eat it anyway,” Jack says. “I just hope they’re not dead in the morning.”

“Spoken like a Christian,” Pay says, and drops his armload of wood with a clatter.
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Jack was right about the short twilight. It’s full day, and fifteen minutes later it’s almost full dark, the sun nothing but an orange line on the horizon. It fades to purple… then deepest indigo… then gone. Their campfire is a tiny spark in a black world. Something howls and laughs and gibbers, but at a distance.

“Keep your shootin iron handy, Johnny Ringo,” Pay says.

“I intend to, don’t worry.” But Jack remembers that he never got fresh loads for the Glock. This isn’t a factoid he intends to share with Pay.

There are small flat cans marked FISH in the supplies Destry provided them. When Jack opens them with a key that rolls back the thin metal, he sees sardines, or something very like them. He warms them in the little skillet Destry has also provided, not because they need to be cooked but because the night is going to be chilly. They eat them with crackers from a drawsack.

“Everything tastes better when it shits on a Ritz,” Pay says. “Remember that one?”

“No.”

“It was famous in its day, and it’s true. Even ucky little fishies taste better on crackers.”

“How ucky can they be when you’ve eaten two cans already?”

“A man has to keep his strength up.”

There’s feed in two feedbags for the horses, but Jack decides to save it for the following day… always supposing the horses don’t sicken or die from eating poison grass. For the time being, they seem fine. There are dun-colored blankets in the bucka, very like the one Jack left under the hay in Nebraska. They each take one and pull them over their shoulders Native American style, watching the fire as it dies down.

“Don’t suppose Wyatt Earp packed any coffee, did he? For the morning?”

“I didn’t inventory the goods. Didn’t seem polite.”

“He had some, though, didn’t he? Wyatt?”

“His name is Destry.”

“Whatever. He cooked it to death, but it still tasted good to me. Coffee’s rare. Sometimes Youngblood has it, mostly he don’t. Where does it come from in this world, do you know?”

Jack shakes his head. There’s little he knows about Mid-World, aka the Territories, except there is what he can only call magic, and the decaying remains of some technologically superior race of men and women who either came from here or from some other world and then disappeared. Poof, gone. The origin of coffee beans is the least of the mysteries.

“How did you get here, Pay?”

“You know. That big old bald fuck kidnapped me. Same as he did Mary and the others.”

“Details, please.”

“Why? Why would you care? You can go back any old time you please.” There’s a degree of bitterness in Pay’s voice.

“Okay, never mind. It’s just that the night is long and I’m not sleepy yet.”

The thing out in the dark emptiness cries out again—the sound of inhuman, pained laughter.

Pay sighs. “Ever heard of Dangerfield’s? A comedy club in New York?”

“Yeah. I think I saw a newspaper story saying it closed.”

“Yeah? No great loss, the place was a pit. Anyway, I did a gig there one night in the summer of ’76. Third billing. Carlin had first, which was fair, but Paul Lynde billed second? Give me a fucking break.”

Jack can hear Pay picking up a certain rhythm, the one he sometimes uses with Youngblood and the one he used onstage back in the day.

“I was sweating like a pig, because it was July and the AC in that dump was broken. Still, I had em rollin in the aisles. Did the Tall Ships bit. Want to hear it?”

“No.”

“Am I offended by your refusal? Not a bit, you wouldn’t laugh anyway, because comedy doesn’t age well. It’s current or it clanks, know what I’m saying?”

“Yes.”

“So anyway, I got em rockin and rollin, even the oldies worked—seagulls fly over the sea because if they flew over the bay, they’d be bagels, even that one worked, maybe because it was so bad, like asking why are elephants gray?”

“So you can tell them from blueberries,” Jack says.

“Right, right, you heard it, who hasn’t, it’s a kid’s joke, but once they’re laughin, everything’s a scream. It turns into a feeding frenzy. So they’re going crazy except for this one fella, sittin in the middle of the room all by himself, black suit, string tie, bald as a fuckin cueball.”

“Ayden.”

“Right. Ayden fuckin Hestin. And the more he don’t laugh, the more he bugged me because everyone else was bustin a gut. You see that, right?”

“It freaked you out.”

“It did. Turd in the punchbowl, maggot in the green salad type of thing.”

“Fly in the ointment,” Jack says.

“That, too. So I was staying in this flop on 23rd Street, the Chelsea Hotel—”

“Where Sid Vicious’s girlfriend died,” Jack says.

“What? Who?”

“Never mind, after your when.”

“Huh?”

“Happened later. Go on.”

“I could have gone to Chicago, there was an opening at Second City, but I stayed in New York because after that knockout gig at Dangerfield’s I thought I might get on The Tonight Show, but fuckin Johnny Carson is such a prick—”

“No more,” Jack says. “He died a long time ago.”

“Good. I’d like to go back just long enough to piss on his grave.” He falls silent. One of the horses whickers softly. A momentary breeze huffs the sparks of their campfire, making it glow bright for a few seconds before subsiding. “I don’t mean that. Johnny helped a lot of young comedians. Just not me.

“Anyway, I had a few drinks to celebrate my boffo turn at Dangerfield’s—like maybe eight or nine—and got up the next day around noon. Went out on the street, and there’s the bald fuck, waitin for me. Same dark suit, same string tie. He says, ‘Hello, Mr. Orville,’ and I thought he was going to ask me for an autograph, or somethin. Instead, he points a pistol at me and takes my arm. Have you ever felt his grip?”

“No.”

“Count yourself lucky. It’s like a steel claw. The gun is in my side and he says, ‘Walk. And if you yell to anyone, say anything at all, I will pull this trigger and explode your heart. You’re not the only joke-man in this city.’ So I say, ‘Walk where?’ And he goes, ‘Central Park.’ I say, ‘Are you serious? That’s three miles!’ He goes, ‘One-point-nine. Now walk or die. Someone wants to see you. Someone who wants to laugh. You make people laugh.’ ”

Pay turns to Jack. He’s smiling. It’s the saddest smile Jack Sawyer has ever seen in his life.

“Boy, I wish I’d bombed at Dangerfield’s. If I’d’a bombed, I wouldn’t be here sitting in front of a campfire in the middle of some weird world and going to a place where there are motherfuckin wompies.

“I walked to Central Park, and at least my hangover was gone by the time we got there. Jack, there’s nothing like having the muzzle of a gun dug into your ribs inches from your heart to cure a hangover. It’s better than Goody’s Headache Powder. We got to Central Park. Bright summer afternoon. Kids playing, buskers buskin, green grass, some little fountain sprayin. I hold onto that, man. Dezi ain’t bad, but it surely isn’t Central Park.”

“Nothing is.”

“We walk around that little building, the puppet-show place—”

“Marionette Theatre.”

“That’s it. Little Heidi-lookin chal-lay. We go around the back, and I see this shimmer, like a heat-haze over an incinerator, you know.”

Jack is fascinated. He has never heard this part, and it’s nothing like what happens when he flips.

“Fuckin Ayden gives me an almighty shove, and… you know the rest. Dezi. Doing tricks for the big man. Including wearing a fake arrow through my stupid head. That’s the story, Jack, and as they say in these parts, may it do ya well.”
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When Jack wakes up, the horses are gone. He sits bolt upright. First light is just beginning to seep into the sky. To his left, close to the ashes of the fire, Pay is just a hump under his blanket, snoring loudly.

He hears a whicker and turns to see Golden Boy and Rang standing side by side on the bank of the little creek, slurping up the water. They have pulled free of the knots tethering them, and Jack has no one to blame but himself, because he tied them. His only excuse is that he was so tired he could hardly keep his eyes open. Jack leads them back to the wagon and hitches them up, his hands seeming to handle the buckles and straps on their own, as if he’s done this in a different life.

He strokes Golden Boy’s velvety muzzle and says, “You survived the grass. Hopefully you’ll survive the water.” Nevertheless, he draws his own drink from the barrel, thinking the horses might deal with bad microbes that would lay him and Payton low for a day or two. He remembers brushing his teeth with tapwater once in Belize and regretting it. I regretted it big-big, say true.

There’s no coffee, but he finds a drawsack of tea in the supplies. Jack rekindles the fire, puts the tin pot on to brew, and gives each of the horses an apple. When he turns back, Pay is sitting up, his thin, graying hair pointing every which way.

“What’s for breakfast, Jack-O?”

Jack checks another drawsack. “Looks like hominy. And a little bottle of syrup packed in with it.”

“I was hoping for bacon and eggs.”

“Hope in one hand, shit in the other—”

“See which one fills up first, right.”

Jack twitches the pot out of the fire, wraps his shirttail around the handle, and pours them each a cup. He takes the small skillet from the wagon (Destry did a good job of outfitting, he thinks), puts in a gob of what looks like lard, and fries the hominy.

Pay comes back from doing his necessary and says, “That actually smells pretty good.”

“Your praise fills me with gratitude, sai Orville.”

Pay looks at him for several seconds, then says, “I see what you did there.”
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The horses are fine—frisky for the first hour or so, then settling into the work. Not too fast, not too slow. There are no more mesas, and only a few shallow hills covered with scrub grass. The helio posts are tall as telephone poles out here. Not much in the way of scenery, and in that way it’s very like Nebraska on the America-side. Only Nebraska is lush and dotted with farms. The country they’re passing through is mostly dry. There are some little groves of trees, but the few human habitations they pass are tumbledown and deserted. Long deserted, from the look.

The wompies got the folks that lived there, Jack thinks, then scolds himself for childish boogeyman fears. More likely it was boredom that got em. He remembers a country song he liked, “Pretty Little Lights of Town.” Isn’t that more likely than wompies?

The day warms. The sky is cloudless. Around noon by the sun, Jack spies bright reflections. They have passed other points of brilliance, the helios Destry mentioned, but these are long parallel lines of light off polished metal. They run side by side, and Jack suddenly realizes he’s been here before. It’s ’carnation, he thinks. Or memory, and maybe those things are the same.

“Ellis-Breaks.”

Pay has been dozing with a straw hat (also supplied by Constable Destry) slouched over his eyes. Now he straightens up. “Say what?”

“This part of the Territories is called Ellis-Breaks. I was here with my friend Richard when we were kids. There was a train that ran on those tracks over there. Little toy train, sort of like a golf cart.”

“Where did it go?”

“When I was a kid, it ran to the California version of the Territories. I doubt it goes there now.”

“Why would you say that?”

“Because everything changes.” Jack gestures at the rocky, uninteresting land around them. There’s scrubby grass, a few cast-off tin cans ancient with rust, and a billion miles of blue sky with nary a cloud in sight. Nothing else. “Don’t you feel it?”

“Feel what?”

But Pay knows what he’s driving at. Jack is sure of it. So he waits.

“I guess I do,” Pay says finally. “It’s like Mid-World… or the Territories, if you want to call it that…” He trails off.

“Go on, finish.”

“It feels like reality here is only an inch deep. Frosting on a big dark cake.” He laughs, embarrassed at such a corny metaphor when he likes to consider himself smooth and hip, but Jack is struck by the idea.

“Only an inch deep. That’s right.”

They clop along in silence for awhile. Then Pay says, “Mary will be blistering that sheriff’s ears.”

“He’s a constable, not a sheriff, but you’re probably right. Tell me about George and the periscope experiment.”

“I told you that already.”

“You sketched it. I want the deets. We’ve got nothing but time.”

Pay sits silent, head lowered and hat slouched. Jack’s about decided he’s gone back to sleep when Pay first chuckles, then laughs out loud. He has his problems, and Mary runs him like a railroad (at least when she’s sober), but there’s nothing wrong with Payton’s sense of humor, you have to give him that.

“George-fucking-Elgin,” Pay says, and laughs some more. “Do you know why Ayden brought him here? What he was supposed to do?”

“Accountancy, right?”

“That and more. Youngblood wanted to make sure his various business affairs were running at a profit, and no one—especially the coal company combine—was cheating him. Skimming off the top. There’s a certain barter economy in Dezi, you know that, but Deep Dig Combination runs pretty much on scrip. Has to. Youngblood already had an accountant, and another accountant to watch the first one, but he wanted someone who’d watch both accountants. Not to mention the farmers and ranchers who pay him for protection. He basically wanted an overseer who’d bring all the books into line. Suggest ways to cut costs and maximize prospects. And now for Double Jeopardy, what do you call that kind of person where we come from, Jack?”

“An efficiency expert?”

Pay points a finger at Jack. “One hundred percent right-a-roonie! Youngblood didn’t use that term, because he’s…” Although they are in the middle of nowhere, Pay still lowers his voice. “… a bit of a nincompoop. He inherited what he’s got, along with the honorary title of governor, from his father and grandfather. And he actually made it grow. Why? Because Dezi has the most fertile land in this part of Mid-World. Maybe the only fertile land, based on what we’re seeing all around us. I’d been in Dezi about ten months by then, long enough to get my feet on the ground, so when he asked me, I was the one who said he wanted an efficiency expert. He told Ayden, and Ayden went through the door. New York, 1976, right?”

“Central Park.”

“Central Park, right. Old tall, bald, and ugly goes through. He finds the nearest phone booth. You say most of them are gone now?”

“Gone like Enron.”

“What’s Enron? I know, after my when.”

“Right. Ayden finds the nearest phone booth, and?”

“Finding a booth with a phone book and not stinking of wino piss is tougher. But he succeeds, both because he’s a born Type A and because if he comes back without the sort of guy Youngblood wants, the boss’ll core him a new asshole.”

Jack isn’t so sure of that. Sometimes he has an idea—sacrilegious but oddly persuasive—that Ayden Hestin is the tail that wags the dog.

“Is this too much info, Jack?”

“Nope. Stories pass the time and it’s a long while til dark.”

“So Ayden finds a phone booth with the phone book attached—a miracle—and lets his fingers do the walking. You old enough to remember that one?”

“Sure.”

“He looks up Efficiency Experts and finds two pages of them. You would think that might present a problem—so many choices, so little time—but not for our boy. He goes right to 95th Street and there persuades George Elgin to take a walk with him to Central Park. Gunbarrel persuasion, I imagine. Ayden does this because George Elgin is the only efficiency expert who actually calls himself that. The signboard in front of his office—which is your basic closet—says THE EFFICIENCY EXPERT. Now what’s your opinion of a person who has to come right out and announce that? Think carefully, because this is Double Jeopardy where the scores can really change.”

“I’m gonna say that a person who makes such a claim is overestimating their own worth.”

Pay points his finger again. “Bingo-boingo! I wouldn’t call George terrible, but if you gave him truth serum, he’d probably admit he was barely keeping his head above the line that separates the mediocre from the truly shitty. As it turns out, he was okay at first, because he discovered an interesting fact. Most people were too terrified of the Big Kahuna to do much cheating. He fixed a couple of slow leaks, and there was a cheating foreman at Big Sky Ranch who disappeared one day, might have fallen down a well or got eaten by a wildcat, but mostly things rocked along okay. Only when it came to improving operations… streamlining stuff…”

“Not so good at that?”

“No, and Youngblood isn’t happy about it, which is why George is now living in Below-Town instead of at Rosewood. He still comes up once or twice a week—I’m not completely sure there are weeks here, but you know what I mean—and looks at the books, but on a couple of occasions Youngblood’s set the Blessings on him.”

“Really?” The Blessings are large dogs with large teeth. Their names are Nemo and Nymo, and they’ve always been pleasant enough to Jack.

“Really. They bit poor old George up pretty good. Youngblood thinks it’s hilarious, how George shies away from them lately.”

Jack didn’t think his dislike of the Big Kahuna could grow stronger, but now realizes he was wrong. George has never told him about his problems with Nemo and Nymo, and when Jack saw him a couple of weeks ago, he assumed the bandage on George’s arm was from some sort of accident, most likely a fall; the man is not what Jack would call agile.

Why didn’t you ask? Sophie asks, and he tells her the truth: Because he didn’t want to know. Didn’t want to get involved any more than he was already—by proximity—with the losers Ayden Hestin had brought from 1976 at the BK’s behest.

“So tell me about the Great Periscope Experiment.”

Pay doesn’t reply. He’s taken off his hat and is holding it crushed against his chest, as if for the National Anthem. Only no music is playing and his expression is so thunderstruck that Jack thinks he might be having a heart attack.

“Pay? Are you all right?”

Pay points, this time not at Jack but straight ahead at the road to Riven. “Do you see what I see? It can’t be, can it?”

Before Jack can reply, Pay leaps from the wagon and trots ahead of the horses and falls on his knees. “It is! Oh my God! Oh my God!”
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“Oh my God! Oh my dear God!”

Pay can’t seem to say anything else. Jack understands. He knows he can’t go back to his world for long, to do so would be suicide (and after Sophie’s death, he thought seriously about that), but every now and then the loss hits him in a new way. This time it’s the title of a Thomas Wolfe novel: You Can’t Go Home Again. Pay hasn’t discovered a leaf or an unfound door, but he’s certainly found a stone. A myriad of them, actually.

He holds one of them out to Jack. It’s an ordinary rock, so far as Jack can see, but there’s a bright gleam on one side of it, where the sunlight is transformed into a galaxy of colors.

“Are these what I think they are?”

Jack climbs down from the bucka. He places his hands in the small of his back to stretch it. He gives each horse a stroke, then goes to Pay, who seems amazed at how leisurely Jack is being. Of course Jack has, both man and boy, seen far more wonders in these Territories than Pay has, but he has to admit this is a new one.

He takes the stone from Pay and holds it up to the light. “Looks like quartz.”

“It’s not. I’m sure it’s not. I was on a tour one time with this guy, Hiram Goldstein. Specialized in Yiddish humor? Like an Italian and an Irishman and a Jew walk into a bar? You know that one?”

Pay is babbling. Jack likes it. Likes seeing Pay excited and enthusiastic instead of just worrying about Mary. “No. Tell it to me.”

“The Italian guy says, ‘I’m tired and thirsty, I must have wine.’ The Irish guy says, ‘I’m tired and thirsty, I must have whiskey.’ The Jew says, ‘I’m tired and thirsty, I must have diabetes.’ They loved it in borscht country, the Midwest not so much, fuckin farmers, but never mind that. We finished up at a Holiday Inn in New York City, going on before a rock group that wore cardboard bananas on their heads, but that’s another story.”

“I’d love to hear it,” Jack says.

Pay shakes the glitter-shot rock in Jack’s face. “Never mind that, mind this! Hi took me to see his feter—his uncle? Big store in the Diamond District, 47th Street, fella was rollin in dough, those guys, man, what a racket. He took us upstairs and showed us the workshop. Big place, young gals working at long tables in chemise tops, probably theft insurance, I don’t know. They were magnifying, polishing, grading, I don’t know whatall. I asked where diamonds came from, and he gave us a big lecture, the whole schmear, soup to nuts, Africa to New York. Hiram was bored, heard it all before, but I thought it was interesting. Unc showed us a bunch of rocks just like this. Just like this, Jack.”

“Still could be quartz. Granite’s shot through with the stuff.”

It’s one of the few things he remembers from Gy-1 in college, an eight o’clock class where the only thing keeping him awake was when the girl next to him—good old Wendy Brickell, plaid jumpers, still wore braces—gave him a handjob under the desk. It wasn’t true love; she was just trying to stay awake, too.

“Not granite! This is kimberlite. See those dimples in the stone? That’s how you tell it’s the real deal.” He gives a high-pitched, trembling laugh. “Quartz, my rosy red ass!”

For the next mile or so along the road—maybe more than a mile, this part of Riven Road is perfectly straight—there are flashes everywhere, dots of fire as bright as (or brighter than) the polished mirrors of the helios.

“They could be fakes,” Jack says. “You know, like zircons?”

Pay picks up a chunk of fist-sized rock—true granite. He takes one of the glittery shards of light and scratches it across the rock. It leaves a mark on the stone. No mark on the four- or five-carat splinter of light.

“It’s a diamond, all right. We’re rich, Jack! We are fucking rich!”

Jack watches, bemused, as Pay drops to his knees and crawls, turning his pants white with dust as he grubs up rocks embedded with diamonds, filling his pockets. It’s amusing; it’s also a bummer. Jack goes back to the bed of the wagon. He grabs a couple of apples and fills a tin basin from the waterbarrel. He gives half the water to Rang, the other half to Golden Boy. They slurp eagerly.

“What are you doing?” Pay calls indignantly. He has crawled almost twenty yards by now. His pockets are swollen and his hands are filled with fireshot stones. “Help me! Bring one of those sacks! Dump the apples!”

Jack ignores him and gives each of the horses an apple. He feels an immense weariness that doesn’t bode well for this mission when there’s still so far to go… and if there’s a point, he can’t see it. Does the Big Kahuna? Jack doubts it. The man is halfway to crazy. Growing the worm.

“Pay. Come back.”

Pay laughs, the shrill cackle of someone who might, perchance, be growing his own worm. “I’m rich, Jack-O! If these are diamonds, I’ve got a million dollars’ worth in each pocket of these stupid rash-causing wool pants!”

“Come back.”

Pay gets to his feet and returns. A couple of diamond-studded rocks fall from his hands, and he snatches them up, grabbing a few more as he does so. His face is dirty and his eyes are wild. Jack thinks of Fred C. Dobbs, the gold-obsessed prospector in The Treasure of the Sierra Madre.

“Where did they come from? Why are they here?”

Jack grasps Pay’s wrists and pulls his hands apart. The rocks fall to the road in a glittering (and enticing, Jack admits it) cascade. For a moment Jack is sure Pay means to take a swing at him.

“I don’t know why they’re here,” Jack says. “No more than I know why no one in the Barony has invented ice cream or re-invented electricity that works all the time. Who placed the helios? Who were the Old Ones? Is the Dark Tower real? Do you know any of those things?”

Pay shakes his head. His lower lip is pooched out. Runnels of sweat have cut clean tracks down both chubby cheeks. He looks like an overgrown child who has spent the morning rolling in the dust for reasons only he understands. A resentful child who’s angry that his fantasy game has been interrupted by the dry voice of reality.

“Or there’s Job. God asked him, ‘Were you here when I made the world?’ ”

“That sounds like one of Hiram’s Yiddish jokes to me, and so… fucking… what?”

“Were I to guess, I’d say they were put here as a distraction.”

“Distraction from what? And why?”

Jack shakes his head. “No idea.”

“Doesn’t change the fact that if these rocks really are embedded with diamonds, we’re rich!”

“Maybe in our world. Not in this one.”

Pay’s face sags. It’s as if a bunch of interior bolts have been loosened a turn or two. It’s clear that he hasn’t considered this aspect.

“Women here in the Territories wear jewelry,” Pay says at last. “That girl of Youngblood’s, Darrie, drips with sparklers every time there’s a soiree or one of his drinks parties.”

“Diamonds?”

“I can’t remember her wearing those specifically, but—”

“Any woman?”

Pay is silent. His lower lip is now pooched out so far that with a pair of sharp scissors, Jack could snip it off—snick, and gone.

“The value of jewelry is in its comparative rarity. But as you see…” He sweeps an arm at the glittering road and says no more. He doesn’t have to.

“In our world…” Pay begins, then trails off. For him—for the other members of the ka-tet of ’76—there is no going back. Unless, Jack supposes, they find another working door. Which might take them to anywhere and anywhen. It might be America; it might be another version of America; it might be some other world entirely. He thinks of how, if you can look into a mirror with another one facing it, you see a hall of mirrors that seems to go on forever. He remembers musing, as he looked up at the stars over Nebraska, there are other worlds than these.

That’s not the only problem.

“Suppose you could go back to your where and when and take some of these diamonds along. Would they still be diamonds when you got there? Or just a bunch of worthless rocks?”

“Coca-Cola is the same when you come across,” Pay says, but he sounds weaker now. Jack doesn’t like his depression returning, but they have a job to do for Youngblood… and he must check on Dale before too much time goes by. “Just the bottles change, not the stuff inside them. And the books you bring him, them too.”

Jack doesn’t bother telling him the books that come across are mostly in the speech, but not all. It’s as if they’ve been imperfectly translated by a computer program. Instead, he shows Pay the box with the rusty fishhook inside it. “This was a phone on the other side.”

“I don’t believe in those pocket phones. They’re science-fiction.”

“They’re real, whether you believe in them or not. And when I was America-side, I bought a duffel bag to put Youngblood’s Cokes in. On this side it was a totesack. Some things flip unchanged, but a lot do change.”

Another weirdism: His clothes used to change, and now they don’t. Why? An unanswerable question.

Pay stands beside the wagon, head down. Then he looks up, shrugs, and grins. “I guess I was never meant to be rich. Only beautiful.”

Relieved, Jack claps him on the shoulder. “Settle for that,” he says. “You drive for awhile.”

They get back into the wagon. Pay flaps the reins. Golden Boy and Rang clip-clop along. “I can’t believe this,” Pay says. “We’re rolling over untold fortunes. This forgotten dirt road in the asshole of nowhere makes the Kimberley Diamond Fields look like nickel slots.”

But in another couple of miles, the glittering sparks begin to diminish, and a few miles after that, they’re gone. The only glittering things ahead of the horses are chips of mica. Or quartz. With the Diamond District behind them, Jack asks Pay again about George Elgin’s Great Periscope Experiment. They’ve got miles ahead of them and it will pass the time.
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“You want the deets, do you?” Pay sounds amused. “Well, I’ll do the best I can, but I wasn’t there. Ryall Connors was, although as a rule he doesn’t talk much. You know how he is.”

“The strong silent type,” Jack says. He’s thinking again about the Westerns his mother made before moving on to radioactive monsters and tentacled things released from their underwater tombs.

“Yeah, but about this he had plenty to say. I think he needed to get it off his chest, you know? So it wouldn’t smother him.”

“Okay.”

“George was there—of course he was, it was his experiment—and so was Larry Magruder.”

“The Spinner.”

“Yep. Ryall Connors acts like someone’s going to charge him a nickel a word, and the Spinner won’t shut up.”

“True,” Jack says, but he believes Sophie would have liked Larry, aka the Spinner. Sophie’s problem—if it was a problem—was that she thought the best of everyone, at least until they gave her reason to change her mind.

Meanwhile, Pay has fallen silent. Jack is about to ask him if he’s dozing off again when Pay straightens and says, “Do you ever feel like this world echoes our world? Like yelling into a mountain valley? That probably sounds stupid, doesn’t it?”

“Actually it doesn’t,” Jack says.

“George could do his experiment because Youngblood was gone for a twelvah.” There are no weeks or months in Mid-World, but twelvah is the term used in Dezi for a short period of time, usually from three to twelve days. Longer than that is—of course—indicated by a raising of the hands and the word delah… translated in such a case as “who knows?”

“The Guv was in Mejis, with Hestin. For a meeting with what I suppose you’d call the Ranchers Association. They were all fussed up about the influx of sheep farmers in New Canaan—miles from Dezi, miles from Mejis, and none of Youngblood’s business, you’d say—but they were afraid the sheep farmers would move east, toward the Drop and the Clean Sea. The ranchers claim the sheep eat the grass all the way down to the roots, leaving vast areas of land bald as old Ayden’s head. Which reminded me of the so-called range wars on America-side in the Old West days. Cattlemen bawling that the sheep were eating all their grass, sheepmen claiming the cowboys were guarding all the water, trying to keep the sheep away from the best grazing. It led to a lot of shooting.”

Jack is staring at Pay with amazement.

“What? Did you think I was an idiot, Jack?”

“No. Just didn’t know you were a student of American history.”

“I like stories about the West, so sue me.”

“I did, too. Ever read Destry Rides Again?”

“Is there really such a book?”

“Yes. Max Brand.”

“But the sheriff in Pernil—”

“He’s the constable. But yeah. Same name.”

“Echoes, right? One world to another.”

“Hall of mirrors.” Thinking, Ka.

“That, too. My point is that these folks, the sheepers and the ranchers, were getting ready for their own version of a range war. It’s quieted down for the time being, some kind of compromise got made, but if they don’t figure out a long-term peaceful solution, the shit is going to go down. Do you get me? Kennit, as they say here?”

“I do,” Jack says, “but with only a few guns, how bad can it get?”

“Youngblood’s got some stockpiled, I think,” Pay says. “Other stuff, too. Big-bang stuff. Who knows how much of it works, but blood is going to flow eventually. A lot of it, unless somebody mediates. And I wouldn’t say mediation is in the Big Kahuna’s skill set, would you?”

“Not really.”

“Youngblood was gone, that’s the main point, and you know the old saying—when the cat’s away, the mice will play. George told Ry he believed Youngblood and Hestin were lying about the door.”

“Lying how?”

“About how it only goes to Central Park in 1976, and only when Hestin uses it. George called that ‘the myth of the magic mirror.’ George said he thought they could all go back, and he had a way to prove it. You know how George talks, kind of like a college prof?”

“Yes.”

“He says, ‘We could take up the thread of our lives and once more begin to spin.’ Ry says, ‘Okay, let’s see what you got.’ By then the Spinner is with them. Ry threatens him with castration if he ever breathes a single word about what he sees, or what they find out.”

“Probably didn’t know what castration was,” Jack says. Larry Magruder isn’t the sharpest tool in the shed.

“Oh, Ryall made it clear,” Pay says. “Talked to him like a Dutch uncle. Took him by the shoulders and looked at him with those gray bloodshot eyes of his.”

Jack, who has felt that gray, weirdly speculative gaze from time to time, nods. In the language of the old Western novels he used to read, Ry buffaloed the Spinner. Probably not that hard to do.

Pay is sitting up straighter now, diamonds temporarily forgotten (although his pockets still bulge with them). He’s in storytelling mode, and isn’t that what most stand-up comedians really are? Storytellers?

“So they go up to Rosewood. That woman of work he has, you know who I mean—”

“Buzzy.”

“Yeah, Buzzy the Duster. She meets them at the door. Scrawny, you’d think a strong wind would blow her away, but she keeps that place shining from stem to stern. All those rooms, God knows how she does it with only a couple of part-time housemaids to help out, but somehow she does. How many rooms do you think Rosewood Hall has?”

“A lot.” Pay is getting off-topic for the second time, but Jack doesn’t mind; it’s a long day, and the steady clip-clop of the horses is hypnotic.

“I think a few dozen, not including the shithouses. Anyway, Ry tells Buzzy they’re going in the garden to pick some lemons and oranges for the kitchen. He doesn’t tell her why it takes three men to pick some citrus, and Buzzy doesn’t ask. The Spinner is no Einstein, but Buzzy makes him look like a quiz show winner.” Pay thinks about this, then says, “Well, no. But you see what I mean.”

“I do.”

“The Duster says, ‘Well okay, but stay away from the door.’ Meaning the Door of the Worlds. And Ry says, ‘Of course we will, now make like a bee and buzz.’ Which for Ryall Connors is extremely humorous. Anyhoo, the gate to the garden is locked, but George knows there’s a key in a little chamois bag stashed in the roots of that big banyan tree outside the gate. He fishes it out, and they go into the garden. You know how nice it is in there, right?”

Jack certainly does. The walled garden comprises maybe twenty acres, up one hill, then down another to a valley. A little stream wends its way north to south. It’s redolent of what seems like a hundred different aromas, all pleasing, and filled with the drone of bees (there are hives, sometimes tended by Ayden, sometimes by Buzzy). If once upon a time there were other, nastier insects, they’ve been eradicated. Stone fountains burble along the main path. There are fruit trees, boxwood trees, yews; fragrant hydrangea, lady’s mantle, gigantic peonies… and at the top of that first gentle rise, stands a door.

Jack remembers the first time Youngblood showed it to him. “Magic,” Youngblood says. “Goes to your world in a certain year called…” He speaks the words in English, rather than the Territories speech, and very carefully, as if they might bite him if mispronounced. “… the Bye-Sen-Tenny-Yell Year. Do’ee ken Bye-Sen-Tenny-Yell, Jack?”

“Ken it very well,” Jack said. He not only kenned it, he remembered it. At least he remembered an amazing fireworks show that ended in a gigantic American flag made of fire.

The door stood by itself in a noose of blood-red roses. Early in their stay in Dezi, Youngblood had invited Jack and Sophie to go around to the back “and have a gleep.” They had done so. Sophie was amazed, but Jack knew what he would see: nothing. Halfway around, the door simply disappeared. On what would have been the far side, he and Sophie saw the BK standing on the edge of a rose circle that seemed to be empty. She had laughed and clapped her hands. Thinking about that, remembering Sophie’s joy, still hurts.

Pay says, “Did he open the door for you? Don’t answer that, he opens the door for everybody. Very carefully. Right?”

“Right.”

“Door’s not locked, like the garden door, is it?”

“No.”

“Because you can’t lock a door to nowhere.”

“He said that.”

“Course he did. He says it to everybody when he shows them the door. Did he tell you he throws troublemakers in there from time to time?”

“To grease up the machinery.”

Pay laughs and points at Jack. “Exactly! Always the same spiel. And how only Ayden can use it, and he can only access July of 1976.”

“Cut to the chase, Pay.”

Pay leans sideways on the splashboard, and doesn’t need a gadget to produce a long fart. “How about if I just cut the cheese?”

Jack waves a hand in front of his face. “Jesus, that’s nasty.”

“Sardines.”

Far up ahead, along the shining tracks of the train he and Richard took on their trip into the golden west, Jack can see a cluster of buildings. He’s pretty sure he knows what they are and feels the excitement reserved for those who revisit the scenes of their childhood.

“Okay, back to the story. George has this gadget he made out of ceramic pieces of plumbing pipe. Mary helped him, but he didn’t tell her what it was for, because she…”

Pay makes a bottle-tipping pantomime, and Jack nods. When Mary drinks, she gets chatty.

Pay smiles. To Jack it looks affectionate and gentle, not much like Pay’s usual wiseass grin. “She’s handy, you have to give her that. George said she helped him, but I’m guessing he described it, maybe drew it, and she made it. Looked like a kid’s periscope, only bigger.” Pay makes a zigzag shape in the air. “Had to be six feet long, at least.

“So anyhoo, Ry opened the door. Very carefully. You don’t want to mess with that door. It swung open, and… you know what he saw. What they all saw. I’m glad I wasn’t there that day. That door gives me the grand mal willies.”

Jack takes over the driving. He knows exactly what Pay is talking about. He can flip back and forth between worlds, has been doing it for most of his life, but the Door of the Worlds is different, and not in a good way. You’d think that when a freestanding door opens, you’d see what was on the other side—more of the BK’s garden, in other words. That’s not what happens. Inside the door, from side to side and top to bottom, is a storm of black-and-white static that makes Jack think of turning the TV to a blank channel. As a child, looking at the weird emptiness between stations always fascinated him, but also terrified him in some deep and atavistic way, as if something might come through that endless curtain of electricity. Something awful and made of electricity.

“Ry opens the door—careful, like a cop opening the door in a TV show—and there’s that whirlwind of static. Top to bottom, side to side. Larry backs away and starts spinning around like he does when he’s all upset. Kind of moaning way down in his throat, too. Ry says to George, ‘Go on and do it, smart guy.’ Trying to sound tough, but George says he knew Ry was scared, too. That door is nothing to fool with, right?”

The tracks and ramshackle wooden buildings are closer now, and Jack no longer thinks he might remember them; he knows he does. They come to a rusty, sand-pocked sign with two words written on it in the speech: TO DEPOT.

“Go on.”

“George lost his nerve. Freaked out. He tried to give the periscope to Ry, told him ‘You do it.’ But Ry wouldn’t. He said, ‘Your idea, you do it or I just might decide to push you through.’ All the time poor Larry Magruder spinning around like he was on fire and moaning louder than ever, so Ry says, ‘Or I’ll push him through, and shut him up.’ So George says, ‘Hold my belt, would you?’ Ry said okay to that. George leaned forward and pushed his periscope through the static. He told me he was ready to drop it if he got a shock, but he didn’t. It sure wasn’t Central Park. He saw blackness on the other side, but he said it was alive. He didn’t think that, he knew it. Alive and hungry. But fascinating, too. Made him want to keep looking. And then…” Pay breaks off. “Yo! Where are you going?”

Jack has clucked the horses into a right turn up the grassy remains of a spur road leading to the low octagonal building in front.

“You’ll see. I know this place. Finish your story.”

“George said a pair of huge red eyes swam out of that living darkness and filled his periscope. Remind you of anything, Jack-O?”

“Yes, of course.”

It reminded him of Sophie, because it was she who told him the tale. It was part of a story cycle as complex and involved as Malory’s Le Morte d’Arthur (which in some ways it resembled). Sophie told him the stories about Roland Deschain and his quest for the Dark Tower on their trip to Dezi (and many nights after).

The one to which Pay refers came late in the cycle, when only Roland—the fabled gunslinger—and a young man he’d rescued approached the Dark Tower. In Sophie’s stories, this man is only referred to as the Artist. The two of them reached the Tower and beheld (Sophie always used beheld, never plain old saw) the Crimson King prancing and leaping and throwing magic bah-bolts to keep them away.

“The Artist drew the King on his Tower redoubt and then erased him,” Sophie said. They were lying in bed, naked after making love. “All but the eyes. Those refused to go. They remained and still remain, floating red and disembodied in todash space.”

Jack had said, “How did the floating eyes get from the top of the Dark Tower into todash space? Did they maybe float there on a magic carp—”

But then Sophie had closed his questioning mouth with a kiss.

Pay says now, “George said inhuman didn’t do those eyes justice. He said they was as far from human as any eyes could be. Then his periscope was pulled out of his hands and into the static and Ry slammed the door shut. He asks George what happened, and George tells him about the living darkness and the red eyes. Ry looks at Larry, but Larry’s useless, just spinning around and clutching himself and moaning. So Ry points at George and says, ‘Never do that again.’ To which George says, ‘I never will.’ ”

“George made it up,” Jack says. “Heard the story of the Artist and the floating eyes from someone and made it up.”

“Or really thought he saw those eyes.”

“That could be, I guess.”

“Or really did.”

Jack sighs. “I guess when it comes to that door, anything is possible.”

“If I may bring your attention back to our current situation,” Pay says, “where the fuck are we going?”

Jack reins in the horses. “It’s The Depot of the little train I told you about. The one my friend Richard and I rode through the Blasted Lands when we were boys.”

Pay shades his eyes and squints. “Looks deserted.”

“I’m sure it is.” Jack sweeps his arm at the rocky landscape. “Believe it or not, this used to be a wheatfield. Some kind of grain, anyway. It stretched for miles in every direction.”

“What happened to it?”

“I don’t know. This was a stagecoach stop, maybe on the run to Debaria or even Mejis. They would have changed horses here, I think. An old place, but the train was new. Morgan Sloat—my father’s business partner—brought it here from our world. It was kept in that shed behind The Depot. See how the tracks go in one side—from the east—and out the other?”

“Looks to me like the tracks and the Riven Road go in different directions.”

He’s right, Jack sees. Riven Road tends southwest. The tracks go dead west, toward what he and Richard knew as the black hotel in the California town of Point Venuti.

“So why are we bothering with this place, Jack?”

Because I knew it once. I knew it when I was young and green and sang in my chains like the sea.

“Because it’s getting late, and I don’t want to spend another night outdoors. Not this close to Riven.”

“I’m with you,” Pay says. “Not saying I believe in wompies, but I am a believer in always safe, never sorry.”
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They mount the steps to The Depot’s porch, just as two boys once mounted them, with Richard Sloat insisting that the Territories were all a dream, had to be, must be. The steps are shakier than ever and give warning groans under Pay’s weight. A depot sign lies facedown at the foot of the door. Jack moves it with the toe of his boot and a number of pallid beetles lumber away.

Jack opens the door. The dust-packed hinges grate. A puff of stale air makes them both wince. The breath of tombs, Jack thinks. He almost expects to hear the shrill voice of the man who kept this place all those years ago: I’m going in the morning! I swear! The train’s in the shed! So now you go, and leave me some peace!

A framed picture lies on the floor, facedown. Pay bends and turns it over. More of those whitish beetles run in every direction, two or three scuttering along the backs of Pay’s hands. He brushes them off with a cry of disgust and stomps one, producing a surprisingly large spray of guts. The picture is of a stagecoach, and Jack remembers his twelve-year-old self thinking It looks as big as a whaling ship.

Pay goes to the counter and looks over it. “Uh-oh. Somebody call 911.”

Jack joins him. Lying on the floor behind the counter is a corpse dressed in a red vest and moldering kilt. The room is dry and hot, and the dead man has been quasi-mummified. He grins up at them with empty eyesockets that make Jack think of Norman Bates’s mother in Psycho. The right side of his skull has been shattered. The murder weapon lies nearby, a giant hourglass filled with green sand. The blow which dispatched the depot-keeper has shattered the top half of the hourglass, and the green sand it was filled with has fanned across the floor.

“Somebody’s time ran out,” Pay says. He doesn’t sound like he’s joking.

“Anders,” Jack says, retrieving the dead man’s name from a memory-drawer which has been shut for a long time. “His name was Anders.”

At the sound of Jack’s voice, the kilt begins to stir. More bugs, some as big as doorknobs, come streaming out and dive for the safety of the darkness between the shrunken boards.
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Jack wants to look in the shed behind The Depot to see if the little train is still there. Pay doesn’t. The bugs coming from beneath Anders’s kilt were enough for him. He tells Jack he’ll unhitch the horses and see if he can find anything for them to eat in the stables. Jack doesn’t expect him to have much luck with that, but understands Pay’s desire to get out of The Depot.

From the closet at the rear of The Depot, Jack takes a motheaten blanket and covers the old man, who was terrified of the little train, then goes out to the shed. Although the sun isn’t entirely down in the west, a bloated orange moon, what his mother would have called a bad-luck moon, is rising in the east.

The shed is open at both ends. When Jack enters, a few ancient motion-activated lights gutter to life, and a flock of birds flies out the far end, screaming abuse at him—Tuff! Tuff! Tuff!

The train is here, although who brought it back—or why—is a mystery. Once it carried a cargo of weapons, but now the few cars behind the engine are empty except for dust and the white droppings of the tuffybirds. The batteries that powered the train are caked with greenish gunk. Jack doesn’t want to touch that stuff lest it burn him, but he finds a piece of canvas in one corner and uses it to scrape the tops of two batteries clean. Embossed on the tops are the words—in English—NORTH CENTRAL POSITRONICS.

We’re not going anywhere with this rig, he thinks. Not that he would, even if the batteries weren’t long dead. This is just a place to spend the night. The unfound door to his childhood is closed against him forever.

Except it isn’t.

He sits down on the edge of one of the cars, takes out Sophie’s notebook, and runs his fingers over the embossed letters. Then begins to read.
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There are strong echoes between my world and Mid-World. There are also Twinners, which are sort of the same thing. Queen Laura’s Twinner was my mother (known as Queen of the B Movies). Your Twinner, dear Sophie, was Judy Marshall, from French Landing. The Twinner of my father’s old partner (and murderer) was Morgan of Orris. Orris—as you know—is a Barony far southwest of Dezi.

So, Twinners everywhere. But not me, dear one. I was single-natured. My Twinner died in his infancy, murdered by Morgan of Orris, but in our world I survived Morgan’s attempt to smother me. My friend Richard was also single-natured. His Twinner, Rushton, drowned in a pond on his father’s estate.

When Richard Sloat and I got to Ellis-Breaks (an echo of an America-side wilderness called the Missouri Breaks), we discovered a ramshackle outpost with a brand-new train—a kind of glorified golf cart—inside it. It was filled with America-side machine guns and explosives that had been stored there by Morgan—both Morgans. He—they—meant to arm his renegade Wolfs with them. His goal was to unify all of Mid-World… and rule it.

The Depot was manned by a superstitious old fellow named Anders, who believed the batteries which powered the train were devils. “Strange devils, all hurtled down together,” he said. We took the train west.
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“Jack! Hey, Jack!”

Startled out of the past, Jack puts the book away and goes out to see what his traveling companion wants. He’s aware that he’s living through another of those echoes: Richard and Jack in Ellis-Breaks as children, Payton and Jack as adults. The other end of the rainbow, he thinks.

Jack is pleased to find that Pay has regained his usual good cheer. He found a few sacks of sealed grain in the stables—oats and barley, some of it still good, and an electric pump that brings up freezing cold and perfectly clear water from some unknown depth.

“I stalled up the horses. They’re eating and drinking, happy as dogs with two tails. Good accommodations, but I’d rather sleep out here. Breathe some fresh air.”

Jack agrees and says, “I’ll be with you as soon as I can. I have to be gone for awhile.”

“America-side?”

“Yes, to check on my friend.”

“Dale.”

“Yes.”

“Don’t like the idea of being out here in the williwags alone,” Pay says. “Call me a chickenshit if you want, I don’t care.”

“I don’t expect to be gone long.”

“Still…” Lowering his voice to a whisper, Pay says, “What if there are wompies?”

Jack unstraps his Glock and gives it to Pay. “Don’t shoot yourself with it.”

Pay takes the gun, but with no great enthusiasm. “Just don’t get hung up over there. Or meet some beautiful chick and decide you want to stay.”

There’s only one beautiful chick in my life, Jack thinks. And she’s still alive. If I pretend hard enough, that is.

“I think that’s unlikely.”

“Okay. I want to watch you go.”

Jack considers the idea, but only for a moment. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“Why? Because it’s private?”

“Something like that.” Exactly like that, in fact.

“I wish you could take me. I’d like to see one of those pocket phones in action.”

“Can’t do it. Would if I could.” But thinking about pocket phones reminds Jack to go to his gunna and grab the empty box with FOR YOUR PRIZES on the lid.

“What’s that for?” Pay asks.

“Prizes.”

Pay considers this a moment, then says: “I see what you did there. Hope you locate your pal.”

“Thanks.” Jack is afraid that Dale is dead. He tries to tell himself that’s just a worst-case scenario and not one of his intuitions, but he can’t quite believe it.
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He walks back to the shed that holds the train he and Richard rode into the Blasted Lands. It’s as good a place to flip from as any other… but what is he going to flip to? It won’t be the field near the ruined barn in Hemingford County, because he and Pay have come miles and wheels west of Pernil. He thinks he might flip into Elm County, where Dale’s cruiser was found abandoned, and not necessarily at night, when it’s safer to pop out of nowhere.

He closes his eyes and puts a hand on the little train’s engine, hoping he won’t materialize at high noon on Taylor City’s Main Street. Pay Orville would be well and truly stranded out here in the back of beyond if Jack got run down by some sixteen-wheeler.

It takes him awhile to go because he can’t visualize his usual landing place, but finally he feels the steel side of the little engine melt away. For a moment there’s vertigo, a sense of being nowhere, and then his closed eyes register bright light through the lids.

An amplified voice says, “Sale items in women’s wear includes all foundation garments.” He opens his eyes and sees a small boy, surely no more than three, staring at him with wide eyes.



6

He’s landed America-side in an aisle stocked with housewares, and one look at the red ROLLBACK tags on the frying pans and plastic dish drainers is enough to lock him in place: it’s a Walmart. The boy who’s seen him arrive has a shoulder-length mop of hair as black as crow feathers. He’s wearing a food-stained shirt that says MAMA’S L’IL DEVIL. His shorts are sagging to reveal the top of a diaper. His eyes are wide. One thumb is plugged deep in his mouth. His cheeks bellow in and out. Thankfully, Jack and the boy are alone, at least for the moment.

“Who you?” the boy inquires.

“Nobody special,” Jack says, and before he can turn to go, Mama comes around the end of the aisle, pushing a shopping cart.

“There you are! I want you back in the cart, now!”

She yanks him into the child seat and plops him down, the boy continuing to suck his thumb. Mama looks at Jack with unalloyed suspicion, which he can understand; he’s shaggy-haired himself, dressed in trail-dusty jeans and a sweat-stained Kingsland Ale tee-shirt. He looks like a bum, a child molester, or both.

He turns to go, and hears the boy say, clear as a bell, “That man is a ghos’.”

He certainly feels like a ghost, and it seems to him that all the Walmart employees—blue smocks, red smocks, ASK ME ABOUT ROLLBACK PRICES buttons—are staring at him as he leaves. He appears to be in a shopping center surrounded by acres of parking lot. It’s hot, and Walmart seems to go on forever. He walks past the pharmacy, the gardening center, and auto supplies, expecting Mama to come charging out with a store security person in tow, hollering There he is! That’s him!

It doesn’t happen. He passes an upscale rib joint where a man dressed as he is would not be welcome, money or no money, an AMC cineplex, then a menswear store called Taylor Made. So he is in Taylor City, the seat of Elm County. There’s a Dairy Queen at the far end of the mall, and he still has cash from his casino adventure. He buys a Mint Oreo Blizzard and sits at a picnic table in the shade. The sweetness is almost beyond belief. He gobbles bite after bite, relishing the sugar rush. There’s nothing like this in the Territories.

When he’s finished half, he sets it aside (reluctantly), and takes out the TracFone that was a wooden box on the other side. There are only a few minutes of internet access left. Jack thinks there should be a lot more, but when you flip from one world to another, time has a tendency to squeeze or expand with no rhyme or reason Jack has been able to discover.

With no credit cards to get past a paywall, Jack has to just hope for the best. He gets lucky. His first five articles from the Taylor City Citizen are free. The page one sidebar is a relief: SEARCH FOR HEMINGFORD COUNTY SHERIFF GOES ON. The lead story is SLAIN WOMAN MAY HAVE BEEN KILLER TEENS’ LATEST VICTIM.


The woman, Rhonda McMeel, 46, of Kearney, Nebraska, was found in Room 29 of the Taylor City Motel 6, the same motel where the truck of murdered farmer Cole Travers was abandoned. McMeel had been in the room for three days with the DO NOT DISTURB sign hanging from the doorknob. According to a friend (unidentified), McMeel had been fleeing an abusive husband, who turned out to have an alibi for the days in question—he was on a hunting trip in Montana with a couple of friends.

According to Jerry Gaithers of the Nebraska Criminal Division, it is believed that Kinneston and Speckhoffer killed the woman with two shots to the head (muffled by a pillow) and stole her car, a 2024 black Kia Forte, license plate number—



“Pardon me, sir.”

He looks up and sees a Taylor City motor patrol cop. Behind him is the woman from the Walmart with her son in her arms. The kid is still sucking his thumb. “That’s him,” Mom says. “That’s the man who was messing with my son.”

Jack closes the TracFone, starts to put it in his pocket, and the cop says, “Nuh-uh. Give it over.”

“I don’t think you have the right—”

“Give it over now.”

Jack hands over the phone with no further argument. The cop looks at the screen. Mom looks over his shoulder, clearly disappointed that it’s a news story instead of something nasty.

“Name?”

“Benjamin Sawyer.” This isn’t precisely a lie. Benjamin is his middle name.

“Interested in murder, are you, Mr. Sawyer?”

“Just keeping up on the news of the day,” Jack says. He knows what the cop will say next—what he would’ve said, back in his prowl car days.

“Can I see some ID, Benjamin?” Jack understands this switch to his first name for what it is, an escalation.

“Left it home.”

“And where’s home, sir?”

Dezi. Mid-World. Known as the Territories when I was green and carefree, famous among the barns.

“I’m a bit of a rover,” Jack says. He feels a sense of hopelessness, but it’s mixed—odd but true—with amusement. At least Dale’s body hasn’t been found. That doesn’t mean he’s still alive, but it means there’s still hope.

The boy with the black hair pulls his thumb out of his mouth with a pop, points his finger at Jack, and says, “Ghos’!”

“Is that what you told my kid?” Mama asks. “That you were a ghost, so if you touched him it didn’t matter?”

“Why did you let your kid out of the cart in the first place, ma’am?” Jack asks.

“Don’t you try to turn this around on me! Don’t you fucking dare!”

“Sir, I think we better take a ride down to the station,” the cop says. He pockets the TracFone. “Meantime, I’ll keep this safe and sound.”

Jack continues to sit on the picnic bench. He’s thinking of Payton in another world, afraid of wompies and waiting for him to come back.

“Come on, sir. Let’s make this easy. You don’t want it to be hard.”

Jack gets to his feet. To the woman he says, “I didn’t touch your boy, ma’am.”

The boy points at him again and says it again: “Ghos’!”
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According to the tag on his shirt, the cop’s name is G. Cormier. His cruiser is parked in front of the AMC Theatres, jackpot lights twirling lazily. A few people waiting for the afternoon matinees gawk as Officer Cormier puts his hand on top of Jack’s head—that old proprietary and somehow intimate gesture Jack remembers from his own days in motor patrol—and ushers him into the hard plastic back seat of the cruiser. Cormier shuts the door and says something into a mic attached to his collar.

Cormier’s attention strays once Jack is safely jugged, and Jack considers using the opportunity to flip back into the Territories. But the moviegoers are gawking at him, and a couple are filming with their phones (perhaps hoping for a juicy act of police brutality that can be uploaded to social media). For now, he’s still relatively anonymous. If he blinks out of sight on those phone videos, he’ll go viral.

There’s something else, as well. As he told Pay, flipping—the act of disappearing from one world and appearing in another—is an intensely private thing. He can do it in front of others, has done it, but he supposes he could also step naked into the show window of Saks on Fifth Avenue if he absolutely had to, but it wouldn’t be pleasant. He decides to wait. This is a decision he will shortly come to regret.

Cormier gets in behind the wheel. “Let’s take a little ride, Ben, what do you say?”

Jack says nothing. It seems the safest course.
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The Taylor City police station is a Depression-era brick box whose sides are covered with dusty ivy. Standing on the top step to welcome Jack and Officer Cormier is a tall, balding man in civvies. He claps Cormier on the shoulder, then offers Jack a smile and a handshake. “Rolf Handler.”

“I’d say pleased to meet you, but under the circumstances…” Jack shrugs. Handler laughs as though Jack, aka Benjamin, has uttered an extremely witty bon mot.

“Thanks, Greg,” Handler says to Cormier. “I’ll take it from here.”

He escorts Jack into an old-fashioned high-ceilinged room that looks like a renovated bank. One hand is on Jack’s shoulder, lightly guiding him, but Jack is an old hand and knows that at the smallest sign of recalcitrance, that hand will slide down to his bicep and turn into a clamp.

“Am I under arrest?”

“What a question! Hey, can I call you Ben?”

“You can call me anything but late to dinner,” Jack says, and Handler laughs loud enough at that one to turn heads. “I repeat, am I under—”

“No, no, of course not.” What a ridiculous idea. “I’d read you your rights if you were under arrest. Just a few questions. Did you know that in Nebraska, you can be held for seventy-two hours without being charged?”

“Really?” He does know this.

“I’m sure you’ll be out and on your way long before that.”

He’s guiding Jack toward a computer terminal with an attached glass plate that Jack recognizes. It’s not good, in fact it’s the shits and the pits, but what else did he expect? Why did he have to come back America-side in a Walmart, of all places? Why not in one of the darkened movie theaters close by?

“We’ll just get your fingerprints, okay?”

“I’d prefer not.”

Handler gives him a rube’s look of surprise. “Oh? Why?”

“Just would prefer not to.”

The rube look of surprise is replaced by a sorrowful smile. “Gee, that could be construed as resistance to a lawful command by an officer of the law. Which might get you more than seventy-two hours. Help me out here, Ben.”

Jack sighs and puts his fingertips down on the glass plate. It gives off a flash of light like an old Xerox machine, and soon his fingerprints will be everywhere, including the LAPD. There he will be identified as John Benjamin Sawyer, a retired detective who cut quite a swath in Robbery-Homicide back in the day. And as soon as his name is googled, the shit is going to hit the fan. His relationship to Lily Cavanaugh, the erstwhile Queen of the Bs, will be the least of it. The bloody business in French Landing will come to light, and his friendship with missing County Sheriff Dale Gilbertson. Also, there will be beaucoup interest in Jack himself, a man who was shot and dropped out of sight over twenty years ago. He’s not guilty of anything (at least that he can think of), but he would prefer to stay out of the spotlight.

He thinks he may have an hour before his fingerprints are ID’d, possibly less, but he might still be able to find out some of the things he came back for.

“Sad thing about that missing sheriff.”

Handler gives him a curious sideways glance. “Greg says you were reading all about it. That, and poor Mrs. McMeel, the lady who was killed in her motel room. Any particular reason?”

“I’m just a true crime buff. Listen to a lot of those podcasts.”

“Crime Junkie? My Favorite Murder? Stuff like that?”

“Yes.” Jack doesn’t know either of them. There are no podcasts in Dezi.

“Kind of a murder guy, then.” Handler pushes a button, and Jack’s fingerprints, clearly delineated on the monitor, go off into the world. “Well, no law against that.”

“More of an armchair detective guy,” Jack says.

Handler laughs some more—What a funny fellow you are, Ben—and guides Jack around the desks toward the back of the station.

“No sign of Sheriff Gilbertson, huh?”

“Nope, very weird. No sign of Rhonda McMeel’s Kia, either, which I find even weirder. It’s in the bushes somewhere, that’s what I think, but how it hasn’t been found and how those stupid kids keep not getting caught is beyond me. Do you know why McMeel wasn’t found dead for three days? Until she began to, pardon the expression, stink?”

“No. Why would I?”

“No reason, just making conversation.”

In a pig’s ass, Jack thinks.

Handler stops. They’re at the back of the station now. There are a couple of holding cells, a janitor’s cubby, and two rooms marked PRIVATE. Jack has a good idea what those are; he’s interviewed many subjects in such rooms. They will be small, a little too hot, and with video cameras looking down from high corners.

“Okay, here’s the scoop.” Handler lowers his voice, although there’s nobody around. “McMeel was on the run from a husband who was fond of using his feet and fists. Booked into that Motel 6 for a full week, asked not to be disturbed, said she’d make her own bed, said she had some thinking to do. Thinking about what? Leaving the asshole for good, of course, and I never said that.”

“No, you never did,” Jack says.

Handler gives him a grin and a clap on the shoulder. Just two good fellows having a conversation; I tell you some secrets, then you tell me some, Ben, what do you say?

“She called a lot of folks her first night there. A couple of sisters, one in Colorado and one in Missouri. A friend in Florida.”

“Looking for a more permanent place to stay.”

“Right! Right! You could do my job, Ben, you’ve got a knack for it. Must be all those podcasts you listen to. Right in here, okay?”

It’s the interrogation room Jack suspected. Plain plaster walls and a camera blinking its red eye. One table. Two chairs. Bigger than a phone booth, but not much. Jack wonders how many people Handler has sweated in this room.

“Now let me ask you something, Ben. Are you interested in the missing sheriff and the murdered woman because, now don’t laugh, because you had something to do with what happened to them?”

“No.”

“I’m curious because I’m looking at a man with no ID—so he says—who was reading about those cases when Greg Cormier found him, and now you’re asking about what I know, which is nothing, because the State Patrol has taken the case over.”

“Jerry Gaithers.”

Handler points at him, and for a moment Jack expects Handler to say I see what you did there. Instead he says, “Nailed it! But you don’t happen to know Ralph McMeel, do you? Didn’t offer to do a little job for him while Ralphie was off in Montana, putting the finishing touches on his cast-iron alibi?”

“No.” The shit is getting deeper. Soon it will be up to his neck.

“Would you mind emptying your pockets?”

“Do I have a choice?”

Handler laughs some more; he’s a great old laugher, Pay Orville would love him. “I was raised Catholic, I believe we always have a choice.”

At least I gave Pay the Glock, Jack thinks. There’s that.

He takes the folded money from his pocket and puts it on the table. Handler picks it up and sorts out some of the scrip. It looks mighty cheesy. The pictures of boats and Youngblood are blurry and faded, the language in a kind of Cyrillic that is incomprehensible here but would be perfectly legible to him in Mid-World.

“What’s this stuff?”

“Not sure. Play money would be my guess. I found it in the road.”

“And picked it up?”

“Put trash in its place, as the public service ads used to say.”

“Just a good citizen. Right, Ben?”

Jack tries to look suitably modest.

“What road was it?”

“A ways from here,” Jack says, and crosses his arms to show Handler that particular subject is closed.

“You’ve got a lot of good old American currency here, as well. Mucho dinero, señor. That wouldn’t have been a payoff from Ralph McMeel, would it? For taking care of his troublesome wife?”

Jack knows he should keep quiet—Handler is just throwing out chum, seeing what this fish will snap at—but he can’t do it. Sloppy police work has always pushed his buttons. “I won that money at the Howana Casino in Wahoo, and you know perfectly well Kinneston and Speckhoffer killed the McMeel woman. Killed her and stole her car.”

Handler looks at him from his side of the table. His smile says I don’t know what your deal is, but I’m going to find out. Starting with your real name.

Jack nods at his money. “You mind?”

“Be my guest.” And adds, “At least for now.”

Jack folds the bills and puts them back in the pocket of his dirty (going-on-filthy) jeans.

Handler stands up. “Going to get a coffee. You want one?”

Jack shakes his head.

“Coke? Sprite? I could send Paula out for a hamburger at Skinny Pete’s. You’re looking mighty skinny yourself.”

“No thanks.”

Handler goes out. He closes the door behind him. Jack guesses he’ll be gone for five or ten minutes. Maybe more. This is when good old Benjamin is supposed to sweat as he tries to get his story straight and realizes he can’t do it. Jack has no intention of trying to get anything straight. He came here to get information, not give it. He asks himself what else he can learn from Detective Handler. Probably nothing. The trip hasn’t been a total waste, but he hasn’t gotten as much as he’d hoped. Probably because it isn’t there to be gotten. Dale is gone. Kinneston and Speckhoffer are gone. So is Rhonda McMeel’s car. It’s almost as if—

Jack suddenly sits bolt upright in his chair and his hands fly to the sides of his face. This isn’t just an intuition, it’s more like a lightning strike. Something is wrong on the other side. For a moment he can hear the terrified whinny of horses, mingled with Pay’s scream.

Wompies? Is it wompies?

Jack gets to his feet. He steps to the corner of the room directly beneath the videocam, so he’ll be out of its sightline. He closes his eyes.
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Rolf Handler, one of Taylor City PD’s two detectives, comes back to Interview Room 2 twelve minutes later. He’s got a cup of bad cop coffee and a bag of Utz chips from the vending machine. He opens the door and just stands there. Handler would tell you that he’s seen everything, but this is new, and he’s completely gobsmacked. The interview room is empty.
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It’s full dark when Jack returns to the Territories. The moon has moved to the other side of the sky, but he has no idea what that means in terms of time. The stars of this other world sprawl overhead in great clocksprings, Old Mother the brightest by far. He’s on a rise too mild to be called a hill. A spring bubbles up nearby with a lackadaisical little stream trickling away from it. Half a mile distant, maybe three-quarters (which would roughly correspond to the distance between the shopping center and the Taylor City police station), two fires burn in the night. One is The Depot, the other the stable. Jack sets off running, and as he draws closer, he can see that both buildings aren’t just on fire; they have been blown apart.

A large shape, seemingly born of the dark, materializes in front of him. His first thought is wompies, and he grabs for his Glock before remembering he left it with Pay. He dives to his right, out of the thing’s path. As it swoops by, he realizes it’s one of their horses.

Jack picks himself up and resumes running, barely aware that both hands are scraped and bleeding. By the time he’s reached the circle of firelight thrown by the burning buildings, he’s gasping for breath. Two thoughts chase each other through his brain like children playing tag: You left him alone and You thought it would be all right.

He wants to get closer, wants to discover if Pay is alive or dead, but the heat is ferocious, baking his face and arms. The fire won’t last long, but for now it’s a fury feasting on dry wood, not to mention the grain that was in the stable.

There’s a groan from his left. Jack runs in that direction and sees another shadow in the fiery darkness. No, two shadows, one much bigger than the other. But only the smaller shape is moving. It’s Payton. The bigger shape is a dead horse. Pay is lying facedown, one leg moving feebly. Jack turns him over and is appalled by what he sees. Pay’s skin is black and blistered. Most of his clothes are gone, blown off him in the explosion. Those that remain appear melted into his skin. Fused. Half his face is gone. One eye stares up at Jack in the unsteady red light of the burning buildings.

You left him alone. You thought it would be all right.

“Jack.” His voice is barely there. Jack sees with horror that a tiny filament of smoke rises from his mouth along with the word.

“I’m here. I thought it would be all right. I…”

“Save… your breath to cool… cool your porridge.” It’s a heat-warped remnant of Pay’s wiseass voice. His vocal cords have been baked. “They took… your gun. I tried to… to shoot, but…”

“Don’t try to talk,” Jack says, aware that this is the height of inanity. Pay’s at the end of the path, as the people of this world say, and about to enter the clearing. Let him say whatever he wants while he still can.

“It wasn’t… wompies… at least I won’t have to worry about… coming ba-ba—”

Pay begins to cough. Blood and black stuff sprays from the remains of his mouth. Jack supposes the black stuff is soot. Jack puts his arm around Pay’s shoulders and lifts him to a sitting position. Pay cries out. Jack can feel fried skin sliding beneath his hand, making him think of roast chicken, but the coughing eases. The fires have reached their apogee, and Jack thanks God that the fields surrounding The Depot are no longer lush with grain. If they had been, he’d be cooked like Payton.

Pay’s one remaining blue eye stares at him in the ferocious firelight, maybe through him, and Jack understands he will see that eye in his dreams in the nights ahead. Assuming he has nights ahead, which is an open question.

“What happened, Pay? Can you tell me?”

“Not… w-womp—”

“Not wompies, I got that. Then who?”

“Kids,” Pay says. Weirdly, he seems to be gaining strength. Jack thinks of how old-fashioned lightbulbs sometimes glare bright just before they burn out for good. “Two kids. Boy… girl.”

“Was the boy a teenager? Did he have red hair?”

He thinks Pay nods, but it might only be the firelight.

“Bright… bright lights… roof rack…”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Pay.” Then he sort of does. “Like in a Mad Max movie?”

Pay only looks at him, not understanding. Was Mad Max after 1976? Jack can’t remember.

“I came out. The horses… they… they…”

“What blew up the buildings?”

“They had… a thing. I came out to see. Blew up. World… all… all…”

“Yes. The whole world blew up, right?”

The one good eye he’ll see in his dreams fixes on Jack’s two good ones. “Doesn’t… hurt.”

“That’s good, Pay, I’m glad, but you need to rest.”

“No. But I finally got… got…”

“Save your voice, Pay.”

Pay looks down at what remains of him. “Finally got… the smokin’-hot body I always… dreamed of.”

Jack shocks himself by laughing.

Pay raises a hand and points a trembling finger at Jack. He smiles with what remains of his mouth. “You see… see…”

His eye closes. There’s a rattling sigh and a final exhaled breath that’s redolent of Payton’s charred lungs. There’s no inhale. Nor ever will be.

“Yeah, I see what you did there,” Jack says, and holds the body of Edward Youngblood’s court jester in the light of the burning buildings.

He sits there for quite awhile, not thinking about how he’ll tell Mary Klee that Pay is gone (assuming he gets back to her), not wondering about how those homicidal teenagers got over here, not thinking about what he’s going to do next, not thinking about anything. After a time, the raging fires begin to die down. After more time, the light of another day begins to smudge in the east.

“I thought it would be all right,” Jack tells the empty landscape. “I really did.”
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[image: Anda, Jeryman, Paul, and Andan of Clan Deepa move in hooded robes along a bleak road toward Riven, their dark figures stark against the pale landscape.]
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He’s had no sleep and feels like he’ll never sleep again. If he tries, he’ll see that one eye staring out of Pay’s ruined face. He was a cop and he’s seen human wreckage before, plenty of it, but he had come to appreciate—and to like—the rather shy man lurking behind the one-liner jokes and the arrow-through-the-head gags. That man had heart.

There are questions for another time. One is how in the name of Jesus (or Jason, if you prefer) Kinneston and Speckhoffer got over here… and he knows it was them. Another is what they used to blow up The Depot and the stables. Was it the Territories version of shoulder-fired missiles? That such things exist among the remnants of the Old People Jack has no doubt. For a nutbag like Kinneston to have such a weapon is frightening. He even wonders how, if American geography and Mid-World geography roughly correspond, he can flip to Nebraska as an adult when, as a kid, the America-side locale of Ellis-Breaks was Springfield, Illinois. Although he supposes he knows the answer to that one.

None of these things matter for now. He has, as his mother used to say, other oats to roll. For one thing, he is in the middle of nowhere and must assume that their wagon and supplies burned up along with the stable. More important, he needs to do something about Pay. Large birds, the Territories vultures known as plunjas, are circling overhead in the brightening sky. Something else must be done first, though, if he means to survive.

I won’t survive, if those kids come back.

He doesn’t like thinking that but knows it’s true. Kinneston and Speckhoffer are armed with at least one powerful weapon, and perhaps more. He has nothing, because they took his gun. Stole his gun. At this he feels not just sorrow for Pay—and how fares Mary, back in Pernil?—but the first stirrings of rage. He welcomes it.

The dead horse is Rang. There’s a charred piece of wood protruding from his belly and he’s lying in a pool of congealing blood. It looks to Jack like a board from the exploded stables. He’s thinking that Pay maybe heard an approaching engine, saw lights for sure. Jack has no idea why Pay let the horses out, but he did. Then the stable exploded.

Jack retraces his path to the little rise he found himself on when he flipped back from Taylor City. Golden Boy is there, drinking from the spring. Jack clucks at the big palomino, not knowing what to expect, but Golden Boy comes to him, perhaps hoping for an apple.

“We’ll see, big fella,” Jack says, and strokes the horse from neck to flank. He finds a few scratches and picks out a good-sized splinter from Golden Boy’s chest, but there’s nothing else. The horse hugged all the luck to himself, it seems. Jack drinks deep from the stream, then washes his hands. No choice. They’re streaked with soot and blackened flakes of Payton Orville’s skin.

The horse follows him back to Pay’s body. Some of the plunjas have landed and started pecking at his exposed skin. Jack charges at them, waving his arms, and they flap away. He picks up the body, thinking Golden Boy might carry it, but the palomino shies back, whinnying and rolling his eyes, so Jack carries Pay to the only building still standing, the long shed containing the useless train with its decaying batteries. Jack has to stop and rest several times, but he will not leave Pay for the birds… or the beasts, if there are any, and he’s pretty sure there are.

Jack finds a few tools in one of the rust-eaten storage compartments in the shed. He sticks a screwdriver in his pocket. A poor weapon, but better than nothing. There’s a rusty spade. He leans on it for a few moments, forehead resting on one arm, eyes closed. He’s tired now, oh yes. Wants to sleep, oh yes. He might see Payton Orville’s one staring eye for a moment or two, think I was sure he’d be all right for a moment or two, and then eight hours of welcome oblivion. Maybe even ten. He would awake refreshed and able to think clearly. He came looking for a spade to bury Pay, but why bother? What difference will it make if the birds eat him or the worms and the beetles?

“Respect,” he says. Golden Boy, looking in from one end of the long shed, cocks his ears at the sound of Jack’s voice. He says it again: “Respect.”
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At least the soil behind the little train’s shed is soft, and he’s able to dig a decent grave. There are a few pieces of canvas, stiffened with age, in one of the storage compartments. Jack wraps Pay’s top half in one and his bottom half—legs cooked and blackened—in another. He shovels the powdery soil back over the body, which looks weirdly like a taco in its makeshift cerements, and then recites what he can remember of the 23rd Psalm, which isn’t much. He finishes with, “May you dwell in the house of glory forever.” Is that right? Or has he cross-pollinated the psalm with a Bruce Springsteen song? He’s too tired to care, but he can’t sleep until he sees what, if anything, can be salvaged from the stable.

He walks away from the train shed and the new grave, Golden Boy following. After a few steps he turns and points at the grave. “If you see Saint Peter, Pay, tell him the one about why the chicken went to the séance. To see what’s on the Other Side. Or ask him who was that ladle you saw him with last night. He’ll tell you that was no ladle, that was his knife.”
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He finds a few motheaten totesacks in the bottom of the supply cabinet where he found the pieces of canvas. He carries them to the shattered remains of the stable, and smells something that reminds him of the Del Plata Bakery when he was a boy. If, that was, the Del Plata (best empanadas in the world, according to his mother) had burned to the ground during a full-on baking cycle. It’s the grain, of course. Most of it is charred and useless, cooked to a crisp, but a few of the bags have been flung away by the force of the explosion. They’re torn open, but Jack takes double handfuls of the oats and dumps them in one of the totesacks from the train shed. He feels pressure on the side of his neck. It’s Golden Boy, looking over his shoulder. Jack gets a dozen double handfuls of grain in the bag, then lifts it for Golden Boy like a nosebag. The bottom promptly disintegrates, spilling the grain on the ground.

“Fuck!” he shouts. “Fuck-fuck-fuck!”

Golden Boy sidles away nervously. It’s either laugh or cry, so Jack laughs. Golden Boy comes back and gives him a questioning look.

“Go ahead. Chow down.”

The palomino begins to nuzzle up the grain before it can blow away. Jack brushes some of the soot out of Boy’s mane, then goes back to the ruins of the stable to see if anything else can be salvaged. The Depot was hit dead-on by whatever Kinneston and Speckhoffer were firing, and it’s a total loss, still smoldering.

The stable is a little better, but not much. Jack finds some canned goods—mysterious because the labels have been burned off—and half a dozen baked apples. He also finds a snarl of old leather that turns out to be a bridle. He untangles it, loops it around his neck, and puts the few foodstuffs worth salvaging in another totesack that has been spared the worst depredations of the moths. For a wonder, the bottom of this one holds. He high-steps his way out of the wreckage and gives Golden Boy one of the still-warm apples. The horse takes it with endearing delicacy and for a moment Jack rests his forehead against Boy’s neck. He goes to the stub road which they took to get to The Depot, and there he sees fresh tracks that look to him like those of a truck or a good-sized ATV.

He hunkers down. As he starts to get up, Golden Boy pokes him in the small of his back, knocking him to his knees. He looks around and Boy briefly shows his teeth. Jack could almost swear the horse is grinning. “I see what you did there,” he says, and gets up.

Yes, he thinks, looking at the tracks, it was some kind of Mad Max–type vehicle. Pay saw the roof lights and came out. The horses came out, too. Maybe he wanted to ride one away, maybe he just forgot to close the stable doors. Doesn’t matter. They blew The Depot first, then the stable.

Not only that. They also took Jack’s gun. Kinneston could have shot Pay, put him out of his misery, but left him to suffer rather than waste a bullet.

Stroking Golden Boy’s neck, Jack says, “If I catch those two, I’m going to kill that young man’s ass. I’ll wait to hear the girl’s story, and if I don’t buy it, I’ll kill her ass, too.”

He wants to see which way Pay’s killers went. He walks down to the Pernil-Riven Road, Golden Boy still following along behind, and drops to one knee. He doesn’t need to be a Native American tracker to see the ATV tracks are headed back toward Pernil. Whoever was driving, probably Kinneston, floored the vehicle to spray dirt in time-honored teenage hotrod style. Had a lot of horses under the hood and just had to make them run, didn’t you, Roy?

He’s about to head back to the train shed when he sees something gleaming in the scraggly weeds at the side of the road. He picks up a squat glass container that looks like a Pom bottle, but this one didn’t contain Coca-Cola. When he wafts it under his nose, he smells beer. Purchased or stolen on America-side, unless they have a 7-Eleven store in Riven. A little further on he spots a scrap of cellophane. Some things don’t change when they come across, and this seems to be one of them. The word on the cast-off wrapper is in English: Ritz. Jack sniffs at this and knows at once what was in it, because he’s eaten his share of convenience store peanut butter crackers. He thinks of Pay saying everything’s better when it shits on a Ritz.

Those two came over here—how I don’t know—and shot up The Depot. Why? Because they saw Pay? Thought he was Johnny Law?

Jack doesn’t believe it for a minute. He thinks they were just hoorawing, blowing up anything that caught their eye. Then… what? Did Pay draw their attention by screaming in pain? Did they see Golden Boy galloping away from the burning stable? Whatever it was, they drove their vehicle up the stub road, saw Pay burned and dying, took Jack’s gun, and went on their merry way.

I hope to God Constable Destry is ready for them, because it won’t take them long to get there in whatever they’re driving.

Nothing he can do about that. Nor about Pay. The chances are good that Dale is also dead, these yahoos don’t take prisoners, but with no body there’s still hope. Jack goes back to the train shed. He spreads grain for Golden Boy and gets more water from the stable pump, which still works. He thinks about tethering the horse, then thinks about the way Golden Boy has followed him from place to place, and doesn’t. He lays out more totesacks, lies down on this thin mattress, and puts his hat over his face. He sees Pay Orville’s one staring eye. He murmurs, “I thought you’d be okay. I really did.”

Jack falls asleep.



4

When he wakes it’s mid-afternoon. He tells himself it’s too late to continue his journey, but knows that’s bullshit; he could make quite a few miles before dark, and after sundown there’ll be moonlight. Without a gun, though, anything

(wompies)

might have a go at him, or at Golden Boy. And even that isn’t the real reason he decides to spend the night in the train shed. What he’s really afraid of is that somewhere along the road to

(ruin)

Riven, as the dark closed down, he might find his old Coulee Country friend’s body in the weeds at the side of the road, just another piece of the killer teens’ cast-off trash, like the wrapper from the Ritz crackers. Coming so soon after Pay, that would be hard to take, misery doubled. But he was a cop long enough to have attained a certain bitter practicality: whatever happened to Dale has already happened.

He makes a little fire and uses his screwdriver to punch into a couple of the cans. There are grapefruit sections in one, beans in the other. He has no desire to pick through the remains of The Depot in search of a pot, so he puts the can of beans in the embers when his fire burns down to coals. He slurps up the grapefruit pieces as an appetizer while he waits for the main course to heat up.

Golden Boy clops up and sniffs at the beans. “Might be bad for you, I don’t really know,” Jack says, but because Golden Boy is now all he has—Zane Grey would call him Jack’s pard—Jack gives him a handful, which the palomino snarks up.

“No more,” Jack says. “Don’t want to make you fart. Go on and get some of the oats I spread for you.”

As if he understands (and who’s to say he doesn’t), Golden Boy leaves the shed. Standing at one open end, Jack watches him munching away in the latening daylight. When the horse has finished eating, he comes back to the shed and gives Jack a look: What now?

“I’m going back to sleep,” Jack says. “It’s been a stressful few days. You stand guard, okay?”

Golden Boy goes to the end of the shed as if he intends to do just that. Then his tail lifts and he drops a load. “Saw what you did there, partner,” Jack says, and puts his hat over his face. Eventually he sleeps.
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In his dream, Payton comes to him, one eye staring out of his roasted face. You said I’d be all right, he tells Jack. You promised. Jack tries to tell him that promises don’t matter in Mid-World, but only an inarticulate moaning sound comes out of his mouth. Pay smiles, blackened lips pulling back from teeth that have grown long and sharp. Doesn’t matter, I’m a wompie now, he says. I’ll suck your blood, Jack, I’ll infect it, and then you’ll be a wompie, too.

He wakes in the dead ditch of morning, shivering with the cold. Golden Boy is sleeping with his head in one of the empty cars of the little train. Jack builds up the fire with scrapwood from the blasted-apart depot and waits for full light. At some point, Sophie comes and sits behind him, just out of view. She tells him everything will be all right. She tells him Dale may still be alive, but he hears in her voice that she doesn’t believe it. Still, her presence is comforting. It drives away thoughts of wompies stealing toward the unarmed former coppiceman. White faces, long teeth, red eyes.

At last he falls asleep again.
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The following day is hot and shadeless. Golden Boy ambles slowly along Riven Road. Jack rides bareback, hands in the palamino’s blond mane, sunburned and sun-dazed. Every now and then, as they approach the last town before the Blasted Lands, they see abandoned farm buildings. Some of them have been blown apart, and the remains of an old silo is still billowing smoke like a giant cigar. Kinneston and Speckhoffer, Jack thinks.

His mind turns again to how this barren landscape—still Ellis-Breaks, he assumes—could have been Springfield, Illinois, on America-side when he was a kid, and Elm County, Nebraska, now. It isn’t that Mid-World’s geography is in flux (although, according to the stories, it once was); it’s him.

He and Sophie came to Dezi years ago, fifteen at least, and although it’s on the Mid-World seacoast, it’s not on the America-side seacoast. On America-side, assuming the geography matches (it probably doesn’t), Dezi would be somewhere in Iowa, about as far from either coast as it’s possible to get. So there goes your balanced geography. He never thought about that much; he got what he needed to get to keep the BK happy, he had his wife, and that was enough.

After Sophie died, he began taking the trolley to Pernil, always getting off before the town proper, not wanting to see anybody. His little spot there—a long-abandoned ranch house—was his staging area for the flip to Hemingford Home, Nebraska.

“Me,” he tells Golden Boy as they clop along, Jack on the verge of a doze. “It was me all along. I can go wherever I want, if I can see.”

In French Landing—before Sophie, before the cannibal known as the Fisherman—Jack and Dale Gilbertson had become good friends, originally bonding (of course) over law enforcement. Dale encouraged Jack to tell him stories about his days as a big-city detective; Jack got Dale to talk about how policing worked along the banks of the Mississippi. Dale told Jack his plan to take early retirement and move to his uncle’s hometown in Nebraska.

No more cop-work for me, Dale had said, blissfully unaware that his ka would follow him like a shadow (which is, of course, what ka is). No more breaking up fights at the Taproom, no more cleaning up blood and guts after Saturday night wrecks on Highway 35.

He showed Jack photos of his uncle’s house on Willoughby Street. Photos of the town, which looked to Jack like a throwback to a 1960s romcom, no one on the streets but happy Caucasians. Photos of the newsstand/bookstore he hoped to buy. And one picture, strangely fascinating to Jack, of a ruined barn out near I-80 with a slogan for Mail Pouch chewing tobacco on its one remaining side. It was this barn Jack concentrated on when he wanted to visit his old friend and take care of an assignment for Youngblood.

So flipping’s only a geographical thing when I want it to be, he thinks as he sways to and fro on Golden Boy’s broad back. Illinois, Nebraska, it doesn’t matter. You knew that all along, didn’t y—

Golden Boy comes to a stop, and Jack almost tumbles off, grabbing the horse’s mane at the last moment. Golden Boy makes a sound of disapproval at having his hair pulled, shakes his head, then stands steady. They are on a rise of land. Ancient wires that might once have carried electricity (for all Jack knows, they still do) swoop down to the dusty little town below. The nearest helio is broken.

Welcome to Riven, he thinks.

The dirt road turns to eroded pavement as it approaches town. Leaning but still legible signs read FOOD DRINK LODGEMENT. Coming toward him are four figures clad in dark blue robes. Their hoods are up. Jack supposes they are walking, but they appear to be going just a little faster than the movement of their feet should account for. It’s as if they are actually floating… and maybe they are. Jack has seen such robed figures before. A dozen of them came to Sophie’s funeral, watching silently as Jack stood in meditation over her white-wrapped body in Long Wind Cemetery.

“Manni-folk,” he says, stroking Golden Boy’s neck. “Better than wompies. At least, I hope so.”
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As the robed figures draw closer, their speed and the movement of their feet synchronize. It would be tempting to believe they were walking all along, but Jack doesn’t believe it.

He dismounts. Golden Boy wanders to the side of the road to nose at the straggles of grass, weeds, and wildflowers growing there. When the Manni arrive, Jack puts his fist to his forehead and makes a half-bow. “Hile, you Manni of Riven. Long days and pleasant nights.”

Two of the men are young, clean-shaven and thus unmarried. The third is bearded, getting up there in years. The fourth is a woman, not just old but ancient. She steps to Jack and pushes back her hood.

“Hile, you Jack of America, and may you have twice the number.”

Jack is surprised that they know his name, but not too surprised; the Manni are far-seers, mystics who can—supposedly—travel to other worlds without getting lost in the dark chaos known as todash space. Jack doesn’t believe all the stories he’s heard about the Manni-folk, but he doesn’t disbelieve them, either.

“You have the advantage of me, sai.”

“I am Anda.” She gestures to the bearded man with a hand that trembles slightly. “This is my son, Jeryman. My grandsons, Paul and Andan. We are Clan Deepa of Riven, may it do ya.”

“Does me fine,” Jack says. “Pleased to meet you.” He starts to reach out, remembers the Manni-folk don’t shake, and drops his hand.

Anda removes her dark glasses and holds them out. “Take. For thy head.”

Jack has hardly been aware of his headache, caused by the ceaseless glare of the sun on the hardpan, until now. “Thanks, but no. They’re yours.”

She continues to hold them out, so Jack takes them and puts them on. For a moment the members of Clan Deepa seem clearer, more there. He thinks, There’s no harm in these folken, only peace. Calm.

Golden Boy comes to the young men. They whisper to him, and Golden Boy goes to his knees like a circus horse.

“Thou’rt nice,” Paul says to Golden Boy.

“Thou’rt good,” his brother adds, fondling the palomino’s ears.

The old woman holds out her hand to Jeryman, who produces another pair of dark glasses from somewhere in his robe, where—Jack knows this—there are many pockets containing many objects, some sacred.

“Thee comes for thy friend,” Anda says, putting on the fresh pair of shades.

Jack doesn’t ask how she can know that. With the dark glasses on, he just knows that she does. And his headache is gone. “Is he here?”

“Thee comes to see the Gullet. What the man you serve calls the Great Gorge.” She adds, as if it isn’t very important: “He’s growing the worm, that man.”

“I’m more interested in Dale. My friend. Is he here? Is he alive?”

“Sorrow,” says Paul, and his brother Andan—no doubt named to honor his gram—says the same. Golden Boy gets back to his feet and stands between the young ones, content to be stroked.

“What does that mean? Sorrow?”

“Come with us,” Jeryman says. “We’ll break bread and have fellowship one with the other. We have awaited you and have much to tell you.”
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There’s a long-dead coal processing plant on the outskirts of Riven with a forest of chimneystacks above and many ancient falling-to-ruin wagons parked in front. In the back of one wagon are the desiccated corpses of two or maybe three donks. The rust-eaten feeder belt going into the facility is covered with dusty chunks of coal. Whatever mines were in the area have been abandoned. At the far end of the main street, several buildings have burned flat, one of them still smoking. The air smells of char.

Kinneston and Speckhoffer have been here, Jack thinks.

Otherwise, the town looks like many other trolley stops Jack has seen on trips to Dezi, Mejis, and Debaria: played out, fucked up, exhausted. Riven—or what’s left of it—is now a Manni enclave. He sees a dozen or so going about various errands on the town’s main street, two leading wagons pulled by donks, and he remembers someone—not Sophie—telling him that Manni-folk rarely ride upon beasts. Because humes are beasts themselves, and for a beast to ride on a beast would be committing the sin of pride, which goeth before a fall, always and forever.

Out of respect, Jack leads Golden Boy. He pays particular attention to the feet of the four Manni-folk, but there is no floating, only walking. At least for now, he thinks.

There are false-fronted stores, but only two seem to be open. One, on the corner of Main and Tree (not a tree in sight), is a stable. Paul and Andan lead Golden Boy there without a word spoken, and Golden Boy goes along with no protest nor a look back.

“I don’t think that horse will ever be mine again,” Jack says. It’s meant to be humorous, but Jeryman looks at him gravely and says, “When thee returns from thy journey, he will be well cared for. Here is the Centra, where we must palaver.”

The Centra was once some sort of municipal building, maybe even the town hall. The walls of any offices have been removed, leaving a large room where several men and women sit along the walls, doing needlework. Others appear to be building furniture, and Jack has a momentary and amusing America-side thought: Ikea.

In the middle of the room is some sort of prayer circle, the folken chanting in a single low choral voice that sounds to Jack like a lonesome prairie wind. Such poetic thoughts are not common to him, and he blames it on the old lady’s dark glasses. They’re doing something to his head. Whatever it is, he doesn’t mind.

Anda raises her hands high. The sleeves of her robe fall back, revealing scrawny, trembling arms. She doesn’t speak, but the sewing circle picks up their baskets and the furniture-builders pick up their tools. The prayer circle—if that’s what it is—speaks one word to close their meditation. They all file out, heads bowed and hoods raised.

Jeryman brings Jack a chair. “Seat thyself,” he says, but when he and his fossil of a mother sit on the floor, Jack does the same. Anda nods approvingly.

Two younger women come in, their knee-length robes of lighter blue signaling that they are maidens. One bears a tray with a ceramic jorum and three cups on it, the other a tray with popkins. The smell of fresh-baked bread makes Jack’s stomach growl. Jeryman hears and grins cheerfully, exposing a full deck of white teeth.

The women kneel, heads bowed. Anda pours from the jug and hands the cups around. Only three, Jack thinks. They knew the young bucks weren’t going to be at this palaver. She knew, because she’s the dash-dinh, the headwoman of this clan.

The drink is sweet and far more nourishing than the canned meat, something like Spam, that he ate for noons. The popkins are even better, a kind of devilled ham. He takes a second, and then—begging pardon—a third. Anda and Jeryman drink but don’t eat.

“What do you know about my friend? His name is—”

“We’re in the way of knowing his name,” the old woman says calmly. “Just as we knew yours, Jack of America, and that of Payman, the friend thee buried at the old station.” She removes her shades, revealing eyes that might have once been blue and are now a washed-out gray. Or is that the film of cataracts? Jack can’t tell. “For now, fill thy belly. Thee’ll stay here with us tonight, and tomorrow thee’ll go on.” And then, surprising him this time—no, astounding him—she chants in a quivering, high-pitched voice, “Travelin’ Jack, ole Travelin’ Jack, got a far long way to go, longer way to come back.”

Old Travelin’ Jack drains his cup and feels more awake and alive than he has in a long time. Perhaps years. Certainly since Sophie died. He takes off the dark glasses which the woman has gifted him—he knows they are his to keep—and they are still there, full of a clarity so sharp it’s almost divine. He takes a fourth popkin, and sees (without surprise) that there are just as many on the tray as when the young women brought them in.

“Has thee had enough?” Jeryman asks.

“Yes, and say thank ya.”

Together, Anda and Jeryman say, “May you be filled, may you do well, may you be strong, may your path be long.”

Jack knows this one, and knows how to finish, and it’s not with amen.

“Ka,” he says, and makes the rainbow sign. They do likewise. He leans forward and says, “Is my friend dead? Tell me, I beg.”

Mother and son exchange a look. Jeryman says, “No.” His mother says, “Yes.” They look at each other again, then at Jack, and speak a third word together. “Both.”

Jack doesn’t want to understand, but thinks he does, anyway. “Don’t,” he says. He can’t find anything beyond that, so says it again.

Jeryman says, “We have a saying in the clans, Jack—a friendship that opens in love must close in love.”

Anda folds her hand over Jack’s, and he feels a kind of shock—transient but profound—race through him, top to toes. “True love born of true friendship always ends with pain. So it was, so it is, so it will ever be. The pain you suffer will set him free, but the choice to act is yours—delah can-ko-delah.” It was so forever.

“Is he—”

“Yes,” Jeryman says. “Wympi.”

They are saying his old friend Dale is a vampire.
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[image: Jack Sawyer raises an axe over the transformed Dale Gilbertson, who lies on the ground with bared teeth and his arms bounded by rope.]
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Stripped of thees and thous and occasional lapses into Manni-speak, the story Anda and Jeryman tell Jack is simple. Two young people from America-side came into Riven in a machine called a jippa, or maybe joppa. In any case, a kind of war-wagon. There are many such vehicles in the armory, Anda says, and a delah of weapons.

“From the Old Ones,” Jeryman says. “Do’ee ken the Old Ones?”

“Very well,” Jack says, which is one of those lies spoken not to deceive but to move the conversation along. No one living now kens the Old Ones—not what they were about, where they came from, or why they vanished from Mid-World.

Jack has no description of Tara Lynne Speckhoffer, but Jeryman’s description of the young man with the girl fits Roy Kinneston. In the back of the jippa, bound and gagged, was Jack’s friend Dale. They drove up and down Riven’s main street several times just before sunset, Anda says, laughing and screaming and having a high old time. She tells Jack the Manni-folk hid, because they understood the young man and young woman had been infested by demons an passat.

“I don’t know what that means,” Jack says. He takes another cup from the jorum, which, like the platter of popkins, always seems to remain full.

“The place between,” she says, and holds up her shaking hands a distance apart. “Your world of America… there… ours here. Between them is an passat.”

“Todash space?”

They shake their heads. It’s something different.

Rather than get bogged down in a bunch of interdimensional metaphysics, Jack asks them to go on. He hasn’t forgotten his losses, far from it, but there’s nothing for him to do now but stanch the bleeding. If he can.

“They blew up buildings,” Jeryman says. “Why? To destroy. To see them burn. Such as they are Discordia incarnate, blind evil like a bad storm. And like a bad storm, there is nothing to do but hunker and wait for it to pass.”

This makes Jack angry. No, more, infuriates him. The Manni—the many Manni—cowered behind closed doors while Kinneston and Speckhoffer hoorawed the town, driving their Mad Max war-wagon up and down Main Street, shooting off their new powerful weapon (or weapons), blowing up buildings. And all the while, Dale was bound and gagged in the back of their fucking jippa.

Anda leans forward and touches him again, providing another of those transient but bone-deep shocks. “Thee doesn’t understand, but thee will.”

After half a dozen passes through the town, the teenagers tumbled Dale into the street, possibly breaking some of his bones but leaving him alive. By then it was past sundown. So far as Jack can tell, this happened while Pay and Mary were in Pernil and he was—perhaps—in Lincoln. It turns out there are two populations of this dusty little outpost town. The Manni-folk live there by day. At night the wympis come out of the abandoned mines and fill the streets, looking for prey.

“The sheep are gone,” Jeryman says. “So are most of the donks and other livestock. The birds, other than the plunjas, have learned to stay clear. Thy horse will be safe in the stables, with Paul and Andan to guard.”

“What happened to him? To Dale?”

“They came,” Jeryman says. “The wympis. He lay in the street, bound. Easy takings. They would have feasted, torn him apart, but the venatrix—their leader, kennit—would not allow it.”

“I’m not sure,” Anda says, “but I think the venatrix was commanded on what should happen by the demons who looked human.”

“Kinneston and Speckhoffer.”

“That may have been their America-side names, but they are gone,” Anda says. “Only demons abide. They darkle. They tinct. The humes that were have been casine vel—turned out.”

“They made him a vampire? Made him one of their own?”

Mother and son exchange a glance. It tells Jack all he needs to know.
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Some hours later, Jack stands at the Centra’s big front window, hands clasped together at the small of his back so tightly they hurt, looking out as Riven’s main street fills up with the undead. Most are men, and most of those are miners, still wearing the rags of their biballs and their squat gray miners’ helmets, some of those helmets equipped with dead candleholders or battery-powered headlamps, equally dead. Some look to be farmers or horse-johnnies, some of these still dressed in the remains of vests and chaps and boots. There are a few women with tresses of brittle hair surrounding their chalk-white faces. Most of these are ranchers’ or farmers’ wives, but Jack sees one bare-breasted blonde woman wearing the remains of a sequin-studded skirt, who might have been a saloon girl serving drinks to whoever passed for the upper crust in such a shirttail mining town. Or, he supposes, a working girl in the local house of ill repute. He is fascinated by her footwear, red shor’boots that might once have been pert, or cute, or even sexy, but are now grimy and broken down. One pale toe protrudes from the side.

They drift up and down like zombies in a George Romero film he saw on VHS tape as a teenager. They see him in the window, snarl at him, make clawlike gestures with their hands, then pass on. The Centra is off-limits to them, it seems, along with the stable and the other buildings where the Manni dwell.

He has some vague understanding of what Anda and Jeryman call “the hold,” and even some understanding of why the Manni-folk don’t just clean the wympis out, like pus from an infected boil, but why they stay here is a mystery to him.

He stands there for almost an hour, hoping to see Dale (and dreading it). At last his patience is rewarded. Dale emerges from the black interior of the coal processing plant and into silvery moonlight. He’s wearing his brown uniform and modified Stetson hat with the Hemingford County badge on it. His mic is pinned to his breast pocket, much good would it do him in this world. His holster is on his hip. It’s empty, the gun it once held added to Kinneston and Speckhoffer’s growing collection of firearms. Dale had been an intelligent man with wide-ranging interests, someone with books by both Dave Barry and Leo Tolstoy on his shelves. A good cop who could come down hard or be humane, depending on the circumstances.

All that is gone. What has taken its place is a kind of vapid bewilderment which hurts Jack to look at. It’s as if his intelligence has been wiped clean, Jack thinks, then realizes, with dawning horror, that’s exactly the case.

Dale goes shambling past the Come Ye Saloon and the abandoned Riven Mercantile. The Centra comes after the Mercantile, and before he can stop himself, Jack taps on the wavery glass of the window. Dale’s head snaps around, and for a moment Jack sees his old friend—husband of Sarah, father of David. Jack starts to wave, then freezes as Dale’s upper lip lifts in a snarl, revealing teeth that have already begun to grow long. Dale grabs his throat and pulls two long and bloodless scratches in the flesh, still snarling at Jack as he does it. Then he shambles onward.

A hand falls on his shoulder and Jack has to bite back a scream. It’s Anda. “Come away and save thy serenity, Jack of America.”

“Too late for that,” he says.

“Come to bed. Thee has work tomorrow. If, that is, thee would do it.”

“Dale?”

“You say true.”
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A room on the upper level has been made up for him, and although the bed looks comfortable, he doesn’t think he’ll sleep much. He expects to be haunted by visions of Pay’s staring eye and Dale in his brown uniform… and his chief’s hat, that especially. It somehow makes the terrible thing that’s happened to his old friend real and undeniable. That hat with the badge on the front, bearing the Great Seal of the State of Nebraska. Below it, a white face drained of blood. The hate-filled eyes when he saw Jack at the window… and recognized him. But when Jack strips to his smallies and lies down on the pillow (the soft, soft pillow), sleep ambushes him. If there are dreams, he can’t remember them.

Which is a blessing.
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The next morning, the wompies (or wympis, or vampires, many names for the same thing) are gone. The town’s small street traffic of Manni-folk resumes. A few wagons pulled by donks (which by night are presumably kept safe in the stables) head north, pulling hand-carved objets d’art for sale or trade in the North’ard Baronies. Jack finds this out from Paul and Andan, the young men. There is apparently a working trolley stop some forty wheels in that direction which makes some low-level trade possible.

Jack and the four Manni eat breakfast upstairs on the balcony. Maidens in shor’robes serve them with quiet discretion: eggs, bacon, heaps of golden homefries that the Manni call enna. Jeryman and his sons say little. It’s Anda who talks, telling Jack what he must do and how he must do it. Some of it sounds both possible and necessary, but the first task he’s expected to perform is flat-out revolting.

“Can I not just leave him in the sun?” Jack saw that in some movie, also on VHS tape. He thinks it might have been one of the Hammer horror flicks, with Christopher Lee playing the sanguinary Count.

Anda and Jeryman exchange a look which Jack can read, partly with intuition, mostly because of his years as a coppiceman. Jeryman’s look says Let us give him that much. His mother’s, full of compassion, says We can’t.

At last Jeryman says, “He’s too…” He looks for a gentle word and can’t find one. “… too fresh.”

Jack pushes his plate away. He has especially enjoyed the enna, but he doesn’t want seconds. The thought of what he must do is a shadow on his heart and mind.

“Will it set him free?”

When Anda says, “Aye, you say true,” he believes her.

The young man named Paul has left them. Now he comes back with a tool Jack can hardly bear to look at.

“Be careful,” Paul tells him. “Sharp.”

“Does it really have to be this way?” Jack asks the old woman. “Do you swear it?”

“Yes,” she says. “Bring him peace, sai. Then go your course, because what’s happened to your friend is small compared to the threat of the Gullet. If nothing can be done about that, much will be lost. Maybe all.”

Jack remembers Pay’s story about George Elgin’s periscope experiment. The red eyes he saw swimming in the void beyond the Door of the Worlds. Leaning into Anda’s dry parchment smell, Jack whispers in her ear. “Is the Gullet the work of the Crimson King? Does that creature actually exist?”

“I don’t know. No one knows.”
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Anda said that most of the wympis spend their days deep in the mines, where they have left traps and snares for anyone who would seek them out, but new members of Clan Wympi have a tendency to spend the sunlight hours closer to the world they used to know. Also, new wympis lacked the slyness of the older ones.

“Thy friend is bewildered,” Anda said, “but that doesn’t make him less dangerous. Ware he don’t scratch thee. If that happens, thou will sicken and die. Nor would that be the end of thee.”

“I’d turn.” The thought made Jack cold.

She nodded. “For the wympis, there is no path and no clearing. They wander in the forests of death.”

Now Jack steps out of the Centra and onto Riven’s main street. All the folken have gone inside. Jack has the stage to himself. He is wearing a Manni robe so long that the hem drags on the ground. The hood is up. In one gloved hand is the axe that Paul gave him. There’s an office at the front of the coal processing plant. The big window, similar to the one at the front of the Centra, has been broken. Fangs of yellowish glass jut from the frame. Inside he can see dusty desks and chairs overturned. Jack mounts the porch steps, takes a moment to breathe outside air—hot and dusty, but clean—and then shoulders the door open.

In the office he sees something new amid the old furniture. It’s a yellow projectile about six feet long. He rolls it over with one foot and sees a plaque. On it is writing and numbers in English:

NORTH CENTRAL POSITRONICS

12X1987BG7419

DRAGONFIRE

Jack has a pretty good idea of what this projectile is: a dud.

Beyond the office is the employees’ ready room, complete with cubbies for coveralls, gloves, and breathing masks. Wary of coaldust, Jack takes one of the masks and puts it on.

Next comes a vast and shadowy room filled with pumps and a huge dusty tub that looks like a giant’s washbasin. There’s an elevator shaft (empty) and a stalled conveyor belt coming up from below, filthy with powdered coal. He sees three red-painted switches on one side of a staircase going down to darkness. Not expecting much, Jack pulls one of them. Lights come on, most of them dim and guttering. He pulls another, and the conveyor belt squalls into reluctant life. It sounds like something screaming in agony, and Jack hastily returns the switch to its original position, stilling the belt. He tries the third switch, and white light shines up the elevator shaft. Soon the car rumbles into view, big enough for half a dozen men. In its far corner are a few cans that once contained Nozz-A-La and a small heap of trash.

Jack’s life seems very small and frail in this room of Brobdingnagian machinery, and he has no intention of trusting it to the elevator. He leans the axe against a board wall and takes the stairs. At the bottom a female voice says, not in English but in the speech, “Hardhats must be worn on this level, worker.” Jack recoils and looks around before realizing the voice is recorded.

Here are more giant washing machines and half a dozen rust-streaked circular things that look like flying saucers. Jack guesses they might be centrifuges but isn’t sure. Protruding from beneath one of these is a pair of red shor’boots with a dirty toe sticking out. He bends down for a gleep and yes, it’s the saloon girl. Her eyes are open. She sees him, and her upper lip rises in a sleepy snarl. Is she dreaming of him? Or of her sunlit life? He backs away and looks around the shadowy vault of a room, feeling watched. How many others are here? He only finds three, and the last one, lying beneath another conveyor belt, is his old friend Dale Gilbertson.

Jack checks to make sure the cuffs of his shirt are tucked into the gloves, and pulls Dale out of his hidey-hole. Dale stares at him, pale face streaked with coaldust and strands of cobweb. He lifts both hands in slo-mo clawing gestures. Jack thinks of the police who asked him—begged him, really—to help him catch Charles Burnside, aka the Fisherman. He thinks of playing three-way toss in a Hemingford Home backyard, him throwing to Dale, Dale throwing to his son David, David throwing back to Jack. Sarah on the patio in jeans and a shell top, arms up, solo dancing to Hall & Oates.

“Jaaa-aaack.” It’s an inhuman voice, filled with dust. It says nothing else, and that’s good. That’s a blessing.

This is not Sarah’s husband and not your friend, he tells himself. Don’t kid yourself that it is.

He seizes Dale by the ankles and drags him to the elevator. He pushes the red button. It lights up, but nothing else happens. Jeryman said he should do what needed doing in the street to make sure “thy friend” didn’t rise again, but is he supposed to carry Dale up the stairs? That would be asking to get scratched. He’ll have to go back up, get another pair of gloves, put them over Dale’s hands and—

The recorded voice tells him again that hardhats must be worn on this level. The elevator car starts moving and the doors judder open. Jack drags Dale in. He has no intention of riding up in the car with his old friend; the thought of getting stuck between floors with a half-living corpse is not a good one. He pushes the button marked SET-1 and leaps out of the car before the doors shut. He takes the stairs and is waiting when the elevator car thuds to a stop. Dust sifts down, golden in the light from a high window. Jack waits for it to settle, then pulls Dale out. The former sheriff of Hemingford County, Nebraska, is still making those weak clawing gestures. His lips have folded back to show his new and improved wympi teeth.

“Jaaa-aaaack.”

He thinks of how Dale enjoyed taking care of his wife’s flower beds. He thinks of asking his friend, back in that other life, if he knew how lucky they were to live in Coulee Country, and Dale saying of course he knew. He thinks of buying the old Gilbertson homestead and fixing it up. Deciding it was a fine place to retire. He thinks of Henry Leyden, Dale’s blind uncle, a radio personality, a man of many voices. He thinks of how Dale went with Jack into the Black House at the border of two worlds (maybe more), risking his life to help rescue slave children from a terrible machine called the Big Combination. The purpose of that machine, simply put, was to destroy reality and bring Discordia. He thinks of the press conference. It seemed before that meeting with the press, their biggest problem would be deciding how to handle the fact that the children they rescued had been in another world. Thanks to Wanda Kinderling putting a bullet in Jack’s chest, that turned out not to be a problem.

He remembers playing beer pong in Dale and Sarah’s downstairs rumpus room, laughing and getting happily drunk. He remembers how Dale said that room became a holy mancave every Sunday in the fall, when his beloved Packers played. He remembers how, when David jokingly called them the Green Gay Packers, Dale pretended to throttle his beloved son. He remembers Dale playing him John Prine’s last recorded song… which was called, fittingly enough, “I Remember Everything.”

“Jaaa-aaaack.”

“Stop saying my name. You’re not Dale anymore.”

Jack drags the husband of Sarah, the father of David, the sheriff of Hemingford County, out the door of the coal plant and down the steps, Dale’s head bumping, his hat falling off to disclose his thinning hair, hands still slowly clawing at the air. Steam arises from his skin with a barely audible hissing sound, like a teakettle on low heat. Until the sunlight hits Jack’s face, he’s not aware that he’s crying.
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He goes back inside and grabs the axe. In the gloom of this chamber, it looks like something that should belong to a hooded medieval executioner, not a retired coppiceman from Los Angeles.

Can’t do it, he thinks, hefting the axe, looking at the heartless gleam of its blade. Then he channels the Manni woman, Anda, saying Bring him peace, sai, then go your course.

He goes outside. Riven’s main street is empty, sunstruck. Somewhere, probably in the stable or a corral behind it, a donk brays and Golden Boy whinnies a reply. Dale Gilbertson lies in the street, uniform dusty, forehead smeared like that of a Catholic on Ash Wednesday. His hands are still rising and falling, the fingers are still bent into claws. Steam continues to rise from his skin. One of his eyes has fallen in, giving him a surprised look.

I can’t do this.

I must do this.

Give him peace.

He’s lost in the forest. Help him find the path to the clearing. Where he can look up and see the stars.

Jack would close his eyes, but that might make him miss his blow and thus demand another. That’s unthinkable, so he spreads his legs and raises the axe. For a moment all is silence in the hot sun here on the edge of the Blasted Lands. Then Jack brings the axe whistling down. There’s only a little blood. Dale’s head rolls away from his body. The wympi teeth champ at nothing but air. The headless body sits up. The hands paw at the air, at Jack. Once, then twice. They fall back and the body thumps down next to the severed head, where that eye—it makes him recall Pay’s one staring eye, of course it does—blinks a few times, then closes.

Jack doesn’t scream when he feels a hand grasp him from behind. He’s too drained. It’s Anda. Jeryman is standing behind her, flanked by his sons.

“Thou has done well,” Anda says. “Thou—”

Jack steps back. He drops the axe in the street. He raises his hands, holds them out in front of him. “Don’t touch me. Please. Don’t.”
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Two hours after beheading what remained of his old friend, Jack walks out of town headed west. Assured that he can find transport at “the hold,” Jack leaves Golden Boy stabled. The horse deserves water and feed. Most of all, he deserves rest.

He’s been gifted with a pair of shor’boots. He doesn’t float along—that’s just for the Manni, it seems—but the boots seem to have some faint Manni magic in them, because, although new, they soothe his hot and tired feet. There’s a pack on his back filled with food. On one hip is a canteen of water. On the other is his empty holster, which he has promised himself he will eventually refill with his gun. The young men, Paul and Andan, told him the girl—Tara Lynne—was screaming and laughing and shooting along with her boyfriend, so they both should go. Jack Sawyer isn’t a killer by nature, but these two are no longer human beings. They may have been once, but…

“Something got lost in the translation,” he says as he clears the last buildings of town. He makes a croaking sound that he supposes would be called laughter under other circumstances.

The Manni have promised to give Dale a proper burial, but Jack was urged not to stay around for it. “The hold is twenty wheels, less or a bit more,” Jeryman told him. “What some call the armbory and the modor pool.” He speaks these words in English. “Thee can make it by sundown if thee steps lively. If thee’s still on the road when dark comes…” He shrugged.

“Wompies?”

“Mayhap. Mayhap not. I wouldn’t take the chance, Jack of America-side.”

Jack steps along as lively as he can under the blaring sunlight. He is going in exactly the wrong direction to catch up with Kinneston and Speckhoffer, but Jeryman has promised to send a warning message by helio to Pernil, Dezi, and Mejis. It’s the best they can do, and for Pernil the news is apt to come too late. Jack knows that useless worries will drag him down, but he can’t help it. Especially about Mary and Constable Aaron Destry.

Jack needs to know how Kinneston and Speckhoffer got over here to the Territories, and what happened to them in the crossing. What the Manni call the Gullet and Youngblood called the Great Gorge interests him only because it may have played a part in Kinneston and Speckhoffer’s appearance. At one time—just a week ago, hard as it is to believe—Jack cared a lot about Youngblood. Specifically staying on his good side. The further he’s traveled

(old Travelin’ Jack)

the less Youngblood seems to matter. Dezi is a place of light, but lights can go out.

He passes four mineshafts: the Marigold, the Lucky Lady, the Lucky Lady 2, and the Deepa-Deepa. The entrance to the Marigold has been plugged by a landslide. He assumes there are wompies in the other three, sleeping their daylight sleep. He wonders if they dream.

He noons in an abandoned and falling-down farmhouse that reminds him of the Mail Pouch barn in Hemingford County. He airs his feet while he eats the popkins and dried apple slices the Manni-folk have supplied him with. He would like a nap for dessert, just an hour would pep him up, but he wants to be under cover before dark. Twelve wheels down—more or less—and eight wheels to go, he tells himself. Get moving, you old Travelin’ Jack.

He grimaces standing up. His lower back feels full of fishbones. He stretches, hearing the crackle of tendons down there, and slips on the pack. For the first hundred yards he limps along, but his gait eventually smooths out. He reflects on how his body has changed since his original visits to the Territories courtesy of Speedy Parker’s “magic juice.” According to Shakespeare, there’s a tide in the affairs of men. Jack doesn’t doubt it, but at the age of fifty-seven, his tide is going out.
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In the mid-afternoon, Jack sees something he at first believes must be a mirage brought on by the relentless heat and beating sun. Something like how, when you’re on a long stretch of turnpike, you can see what looks like a puddle of water far ahead. But as he draws closer the object gains solidity, sending out arrows of reflection so bright they’re hard to look at. In such flat terrain, objects tend to be farther away than they look, but he finally reaches it.

A real toad in an imaginary garden, Jack thinks as he strokes the dusty hood of a black Kia with Nebraska license plates. He has no doubt that it’s a 2024 model. He does a walk-around, noting that one of the tires isn’t just flat but shredded and almost completely off the axle. That’s why Kinneston and Speckhoffer must have ditched it. He trails his fingers along the windows, leaving clean lines in the dust. It’s less an inspection than an effort to accept the reality of this vehicle, which was built in Korea and registered for the road in Elm County, Nebraska. The sense of unreality finally leaves him when he sees the bumper sticker below one busted taillight. He wipes it clean and sees Yosemite Sam flanking the words BACK OFF!

He tries the driver’s side door. The interior is stifling, easily over a hundred degrees. There’s a purse in the console. Jack opens it, pulls out a wallet, and flips it open. Kinneston and Speckhoffer have taken whatever cash there was, also any credit cards (much good they’ll do them here), but they have left Rhonda McMeel’s DL. The photograph shows a smiling woman who looks like good cheer is her default position. Her address is given as 8th Street in Kearney, Nebraska. Veteran coppiceman that he is, Jack deduces that she lived there before fleeing her abusive husband, only to meet two terminally abusive teenagers in Taylor City. Appointment in Samarra type of thing. A saying of his father’s occurs to him: You may be born early, you may stay late, but never can you outrun your fate. Jack doesn’t like to believe that’s true, but for Rhonda McMeel, it seems to have been.

Another reason to find those two and erase them from the Great Equation, he thinks, and moves on. There are footprints in the dust heading southwest along the road. One might have been made by shoes or boots, the other—probably the girl’s—look like tennies. They drove the Kia until the tire blew, then went back the way they came, on foot.

He’s following the tracks and looking for the yellow sign Anda and Jeryman told him to watch for. He’s thinking about the Kia. There are exceptions, but many things change when they come from America-side. Coca-Cola stays the same, but the cans change. The expensive Yeti duffel bag became a homespun totesack. Usually his American money stays, but sometimes it changes into scrip. Even his belt changes, although his other clothes remain the same.

Everything in the Kia was the same, right down to the half-finished dispenser of Tic-Tacs he saw in her purse. Not to mention the car itself. They found a door, Jack thinks. A very special one big enough to drive a 2024 Kia through, and nothing changed when they got to the Territories-side.

“Well, they did,” Jack says. He arms sweat from his forehead and sips from the canteen. “Went demon, according to the Manni.”
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A wheel or so beyond the Kia, he comes to a road shooting off to the left. It’s gated, but the gate is open. The one word on the yellow sign is FORBADE. He’s seen that same word on a road very much like this one not long ago. He remembers asking Ayden Hestin what was up that road and Hestin saying If you’re lucky, you’ll never know. But I doubt if you’ll be lucky, Jack Sawyer.

He drops to his knees and sees the blurry remains of foot and tire tracks, both on the main road into the Blasted Lands and on this sidetrack. He guesses (or maybe it’s a deduction) that Kinneston and Speckhoffer drove Rhonda McMeel’s Kia out of Nebraska, then saw this side road and decided to investigate.

No, they were told to go here, intuition whispers. Just as I was. They armed themselves, then drove on, but the Kia gave out, so they walked back and stole some kind of Mad Max vehicle. A jippa.

He walks up the sidetrack, hoping the hold, or the armory, or whatever it is, won’t be far. He’s very tired. The shor’boots which seemed light and comfy when he set out now seem to have gained weight. The fishbones in his back have been replaced by rocks thrown by bad children.
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It’s not far at all. He rounds the first bend and sees a steeper hill ahead. Halfway up, the road disappears into a large black rectangle. He approaches and sees the rectangle is a door big enough to accommodate a truck, or a convoy of them. He doesn’t have to struggle to read the signs flanking the open door, because they’re in English rather than in the speech. The one on the left reads

NORTH CENTRAL POSITRONICS HOLD #19

SHOW PASS, TAP CODE

The one on the right reads

UNAUTHORIZED ENTRY MEANS IMPRISONMENT OR DEATH

YOU HAVE BEEN WARNED

The remains of a keypad hang by a bundle of red, green, and yellow wires on the right side of the door. There’s another message, this one written in a lipstick heart: ROY AND TARA LYNNE WERE HERE LUV 4EVA! Jack leans close to the keypad, looking for a bullet hole. There’s none, and no smell of gunpowder. Roy and Tara Lynne may have been here, but they didn’t force entry.

Jack steps into the shade of the huge doorway, expecting stale air and perhaps the smell of decomp, but the air is moving in a constant light breeze which is blessedly cool after the ninety-plus temperature of the outside world. Somewhere in the walls, machinery is quietly humming. Fluorescent strip lights march down either side of a wide ramp for vehicles. Unlike the guttering lights in the coal processing plant, these are firm and bright. He walks down the ramp, knowing more or less what to expect thanks to Anda and Jeryman, but still wonderstruck by what he finds.

It’s a cavernous underground parking garage. Hundreds of vehicles are ranked on both sides in slant spaces that make a herringbone pattern. There’s no dust anywhere; paint and chrome gleams beneath overhead lights. They might have been parked down here just yesterday. A sign reads LEAVE ID FACE OUT ON PERSONAL VEHICLES. Further on, about a quarter of the way down, another one reads NO PERSONAL VEHICLES BEYOND THIS POINT.

Jack walks down the center aisle, past “personal vehicles” left here by a staff that disappeared God knows when or why. He remembers the fall of the Twin Towers, not long after he moved to French Landing, and a documentary he watched about that day. The footage of the planes hitting the Towers was dreadful, but what stuck in his mind—a kind of summation of all the lives lost—was a five-second pan of a nearby parking garage much like this one, loaded with cars whose owners would never return. Unfortunates who burned, jumped, or died of suffocation. What happened to the men and women who staffed this hold is an open question. He examines some of the IDs. There are no photographs. Most of the names look as American as apple pie. Others are foreign, written in a language he can’t read. It’s not the speech.

There are sedans, economy cars, jitneys, a few pickup trucks, a couple of motorcycles. He walks past Fords, Chevrolets, Toyotas, even a Mercedes-Maybach that probably belonged to someone at the top of the totem pole. There are plastic ID cards with serial numbers and bar codes on the dashboards or snugged under windshield wipers.

He stops in front of a sedan halfway down the personal vehicles area. It seems sort of like a Volvo, but the grille is split, and the windows have a peculiar bulbous look. He’s never seen a car like it, and when he looks for the name on the side, he sees it’s something called a Takuro Spirit. He looks across the center aisle and sees a few more Spirits. He retraces his steps, looking with new eyes, and finds a pickup truck called a Banana Heavy. Some of the vehicles down here came from America-side, but some are from… elsewhere.

“There are other worlds than these,” Jack says, and goes back to the Banana Heavy pickup. There is no license plate, only a bumper sticker written in some tangled language that’s like nothing Jack has ever seen before. He walks slowly along the double row of personals, this time noting those he doesn’t recognize. The Fords, Chevys, and Subarus have America-side license plates (except for one elderly Ford Cortina with a plate from jolly old England). Those from elsewhere have license plates with geometric shapes, or no plates at all. Something called a Sambor LightBeam that looks a bit like a Ford Flex bears a sticker that says THIS CAR CLIMBED MOUNT WASHINGTON.

“Yes, but in what world?” Jack murmurs.



11

Beyond the personal cars and trucks, Jack finds military vehicles: jippas. There are Humvees, four-by-fours, side-by-sides, deuce-and-a-halfs, and Light Medium Tacticals with canvas sides. Most of the LMTs are empty. There are crates in some that Jack doesn’t bother investigating. There are boxy, dun-colored vehicles called GoGos with machine guns on the roofs of the cabs and in the open backs. Jack climbs up to get a closer gleep at one of these guns. At first it doesn’t want to swivel—the grease in the balljoint has caked up—but then it creaks into motion. It’s a good weapon with two problems: first, it’s bolted to the bed of something called a HiMobe, and second, there’s no ammo.

Some of the trucks are Chevrolet G506s and G7100s that would have been new in the Second World War (and to Jack’s eye still look new). The majority are Takuro Hybrids plugged into wall chargers. On America-side, Jack has seen Teslas, even a couple of Cybertrucks. The Takuro heavy haulers look like the next gen of those all-electric vehicles.

There are a dozen smaller vehicles called Binny Dings. They are longer than Jeeps, but have the same overall aspect. To Jack’s eye they look light and fast and maneuverable. They’re armed with what look like swiveling mortar tubes in an old World War II movie. There are deep steel side pockets which might be for ammunition storage. These are empty. One of the parking slots is also empty, although there’s a bit of oil on the floor, and Jack knows now what Kinneston and Speckhoffer are driving: a Binny Ding.

At the far end of the parking garage, a massive door stands open. As Jack approaches it, bright yellow lights come on and an echoing robo-voice tells him that admittance is by blue pass only. Jack has no blue pass—no pass of any kind—so he simply walks through.

The same robo-voice blares, “Security! Security!” and then shuts up. Jack barely notices. What he sees when the automated lights come on makes him wonderstruck all over again. There are rows and rows of yellow Dragonfire missiles stacked in metal racks. Two of those racks are empty.

They loaded up the ammo holders on their stolen Binny Ding, Jack thinks. Loaded up and headed east, first to Riven, where they blew shit up and dumped Dale for the wympis. Then they went on to the train depot in Ellis-Breaks, where they blew up Pay and one of my horses.

“You sons of bitches,” he murmurs, looking at the stacked weaponry, all painted the same jolly yellow as the dud he found in the coal plant’s office. “You goddam sons of bitches.”

The armory is huge, the size of three airplane hangars. Toward the end of it are heavier weapons: warheads suspended ten feet above the floor in steel mesh slings. They are painted dead black except for yellow triangles, which seem to be the symbol for radiation in all worlds. Jack walks beneath one of these and sees someone has printed on it in what looks like red chalk. The message reads HELLO HELLO GOODBYE GOODBYE.






11

[image: Mrs. Talbot, Jack Sawyer’s Binny Ding, crosses a narrow metal bridge above a vast canyon surrounded by towering rock formations.]
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Anda told Jack not to go into the Blasted Lands and approach the Gullet unprotected. Thee will find what thee needs in the hold, she said.

Beyond the parking garage, the motor pool, and the armory, Jack finds the living quarters of the men and women who staffed this installation. An almighty lot of them, it seems. There’s a large kitchen and a huge dining hall where he sees many long tables with hundreds of chairs upturned on them, presumably so some long-gone janitor (robo or hume) could buff the floor. The heels of Jack’s shor’boots echo spookily.

Beyond the area where meals are prepped and eaten, hallways lead to small crew rooms with narrow Army-style beds and nicer suites in what he assumes must be officer country. In one of these he’s startled to find a lissome blonde woman posing in a star-studded halter and hot pants. He starts to greet her, but then a line of static runs up her body from her painted toenails to her cornflower blue eyes. It’s a hologram, and when he walks through it, the pinup girl disappears.

The only body he finds is a half-skeletonized, half-mummified dog that might once have been a German Shepherd. There’s a tag around its neck that says, in English, LUCKY.

“Not very,” Jack says, and continues his investigation.

He supposes he’s looking for any sign of what this installation’s purpose was, but beyond the weapons, he finds nothing that tells a coherent tale. It must have had to do with the Blasted Lands, because in every vanished crewmember’s closet he finds what Anda was supposedly talking about: radiation suits made of some sort of polymer and caps of fine metal mesh. These latter, with their chinstraps, remind him of the caps worn by Russian cosmonauts in old videos. There’s no breathing apparatus in the closets. Jack doesn’t like the idea of protecting his body only to pull radiation-laden air into his lungs. He remembers that the Blasted Lands glowed in the dark, but since his childhood trip with Richard, he hasn’t been anywhere near them. When he wants to travel—or needs to—he goes to Nebraska on America-side.

If I need canned air, I’ll find it, he tells himself and hopes he’s right about that.
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The shelves and cabinets in the kitchen are loaded with canned goods, some of the labels written in languages he can’t understand, but there are also classic American goodies: Spam, Bush’s Original Baked Beans, Manwich, and King Oscar sardines. Jack is hungry but has an almost superstitious aversion to opening any of the cans, even the SpaghettiOs, which were a childhood favorite. He doesn’t really think he’d be poisoned, but he decides to eat from the food the Manni packed, following his mother’s dictum of always safe, never sorry. He eats in the kitchen. The idea of taking his meal in the dining hall, amid that forest of upturned chairs, is just too weird.

After eating, he continues his exploration. Some of the crew hallways are brightly lit, some are in darkness. Circuit breakers tripped somewhere, he decides, but if there’s a mechanical room, he doesn’t find it. He goes back to the armory and finds a walk-in alcove filled with American rifles, mostly Smith & Wesson. The company must have had a contract, he thinks, but the idea of S&W selling weapons to the armed forces in another world—call it Mid-World or the Territories—is another mystery. If he were to guess, he’d guess that the long guns were hijacked somehow.

The pistols are most definitely not American; they look like blasters in a George Lucas space epic. The grips are some kind of light metal, but the barrels are see-through. Plastic, he assumes. Written on each grip plate are the initials G-H. Stamped on the bottom, in tiny letters he has to squint to read, is the name of another company he’s never heard of: SOMBRA. He takes one, thinks about test-firing it, then thinks again. He doesn’t know what it does. Nevertheless, he puts it in his empty holster, where it almost fits. He also takes one of the rifles, loads it, and slings it over his shoulder.

He goes back to officer country, selects a non-hologram suite, and sits on the bed to take off his shoes. After sleeping in a stable and then on a hard Manni bed (only the pillow was pleasant), this one is mighty inviting. The en suite bathroom is little more than a cubicle with a shower so narrow it looks like a coffin standing on end. The basin produces fresh water after chugging a few times, as if to clear its throat. He washes his face, which prickles with beard.

“Don’t kiss me with that face until you either shave or let it grow a little longer,” Sophie says from behind him. It’s her teasing voice.

“I won’t,” he says, and opens the medicine cabinet. There are several prescription bottles with labels written in that tangled language that looks a little like Japanese and a little like Arabic but is neither. There’s also a toothbrush and a half-used tube of Marvis toothpaste.

“Are you really going to use a dead man’s toothbrush?” Sophie asks.

“I think any germs on it must have died long ago,” he says. “As for the Captain… or whatever he was… being dead, how can you be sure?”

“They’re all dead,” Sophie says. “I know it, and so do you.”

He does know it, although no one in Dezi talks about the Old People, or their leavings. It’s considered bad luck. Whatever happened here happened long ago, the hold is as much a ghost ship as the Mary Celeste, but for the sake of argument—and mostly just to hear her voice—he says, “Then where are the bodies?”

No answer. Sophie is gone.

Again.
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There’s a television that shows nothing but static. A soothing female voice announces the shift change from a loudspeaker and tells the empty facility that “the board is green.”

The lights in his little suite dim. Jack once more strips down to his smallies and lies on the bed, which is indeed comfy, but at first he can’t sleep. He knows that some leavings of the Old People are stamped Positronics, and a few are stamped Sombra, but beyond that not even Sophie knew much. He is troubled by the idea that the staff of Positronics Hold 19 are now all wompies or wympis… or, in America-side lingo, plain old garden-variety vampires. It’s not entirely ridiculous. They could be levels down, waking for the night shift among machines that are still working. He can see them filling the halls in their moldering uniforms. White faces, red eyes…

“Jesus, quit being stupid,” he mutters.

Maybe not stupid, his mind whispers. After all, you saw the living dead in Riven, didn’t you? Most were miners, some were wives, but who’s to say some weren’t wearing the remains of Positronics duds, or Army uniforms?

He goes to the door. He’s relieved to find a thumb bolt, which he twists. Much good such a flimsy thing would do if a crowd of wympis showed up outside, but it makes him feel better. He goes back to bed and lies in the dim glow of the table lamp he’s left on. He could tell himself he’s behaving like a child who needs a nightlight to keep the boogeyman away and decides to cut himself some slack. He is, after all, the only living being in this vast (just how vast he doesn’t know) underground facility. He thinks of flipping back to America-side, now believing he could concentrate on the Mail Pouch barn and be in Hemingford County, but what if he’s wrong? He doesn’t want to repeat his Walmart experience, where the little boy thought he was a ghost.

“I am a ghost,” he says to himself, and sleeps.
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In his nightmare Jack chops Dale’s head off and in this dream there is blood. It fountains up from Dale’s neck and splashes Jack’s face. The severed head lies face-up in the dust, crying out in anguish, “Why would you do that to me? Why? You were my friend!”

Bright light stabs through Jack’s closed lids. The female voice once more announces the shift change and tells him the board is green. He sits on the edge of the bed, rubbing his cheeks and chin to assure himself it’s just a thin sheen of sweat he’s feeling and not Dale Gilbertson’s blood.

He relieves himself in a self-flushing toilet and considers the shower. He’s grimy and a whore’s bath with water from the basin (and cupped hands; there are no washrags) doesn’t get rid of all the dirt. Only what if he gets into that upright glass coffin and can’t get out? Not intuition, just a case of the whim-whams. But he got stuck in a hotel elevator once, and it was very unpleasant. Also, who is he going to offend if he smells bad? So far as he knows, he’s alone except for Lucky the German Shepherd… and Lucky entered the clearing at the end of the path long ago.

“If you get stuck in the shower, I’ll let you out,” Sophie says from behind him.

Jack sighs. “If only you could.”
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While dressing, a hopeful thought comes to him, one he should have had before: Mary Klee is psychic. Of course, the last time he saw her she was hungover and moving on to a case of the screaming meemies. That would have to play hob with whatever predictive ability she has. And could she convince Destry that a couple of teenage killers armed with Positronics firepower were on the way? Maybe, maybe not. Probably not. In either case, it’s too late now. Kinneston and Speckhoffer will have left Pernil (assuming they went there at all) and moved on. Possibly to Dezi, but just as likely to Mejis or the North’ard Baronies. He has his own oats to roll, fish to fry, sheep to herd. Once he gleeps the Gullet, he plans to return to Riven for Golden Boy. He has come to think of the big palomino as a good luck charm. They both escaped the exploding stable, after all, and Boy didn’t even have to take shelter on America-side to do it. He’ll tell the Manni-folk what he saw at the Gullet, then move on to Pernil, where he’ll pick up Mary for the return to Dezi on the trolley. Assuming it still works and she’s still alive, that is.

He eats in the kitchen (once more from supplies the Manni have gifted him with), then checks out the light attack vehicles called Binny Dings, thinking If they were good enough to those two out-of-control assholes, they’re good enough for me. There is, however, a problem: no ignition keys.

Jack goes back to the cavernous parking garage. In an alcove near the entrance/exit ramp he finds a small office, the desk littered with papers. Some are in other languages, including complete gibberish (to him, at least). They appear to be invoices for food, clothing, and weapons. On the wall is a long cabinet that has been forced open by a long-bladed screwdriver, now discarded on the floor. There are ranks of ignition keys of various shapes and sizes inside. One hook is empty.

“So now you must deduce, coppiceman,” Sophie says from her usual spot behind his right shoulder, just out of view.

The deduction is simple. There are hundreds of keys, but with the exception of the one missing, they are undisturbed. Kinneston and Speckhoffer are litterbugs, witness the cast-off beer bottle and peanut butter cracker wrapper back at the train depot, also witness the screwdriver cast off as soon as its pry-job was done. You would have expected the two of them to paw the keys out, looking for something they could drive… but they hadn’t done that. Why? An unexpected spasm of neatness? He doesn’t believe it.

“They knew what they were looking for?” Sophie asks. “Is that your deduction, you handsome hunk of coppiceman, you?”

“Something was guiding them,” Jack says. “I don’t know what, but I might know why. That thing—some force—wants them to rampage.”

Sophie replies in a low, sad voice. “It wants Discordia.”

You say true, Sophie.
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Jack plucks one key from each side of the empty hook. He goes back to where the stolen light armored vehicle was parked and tries one of them in the Binny Ding on the right of the empty space. It starts up with a rough rumble that must be a diesel engine. He looks for a fuel gauge and sees none. He turns off the engine, returns to the kitchen, and fills his pack with cans of American chow (going heavy on the SpaghettiOs). The food from the Manni-folk isn’t gone, but it’s depleted, and he doesn’t know how far it is to the Gullet. And what will he do if the Binny runs out of fuel? In Dezi, they like to say Gan will provide. He doesn’t want to find out if that’s true, but he may have to. Hopefully the canned food isn’t chock-full of botulism, or something.

Jack refills his canteen and returns to his steed, wondering why in God’s name you would name a military ute a Binny Ding.

“Well,” Sophie says from behind him, “wasn’t there once a Daihatsu model called the Naked?”

He slings his pack into the passenger seat. “Now how would you know that?”

She laughs. “Because you know it, silly.”

He visits the armory, finds a rolling cart, and fills it with a dozen Dragonfire missiles. For things that can do such damage, they are surprisingly light, and the cart pushes easily. He loads six into each of the steel ammo holders on either side of the mortar gadget bolted to the storage area behind the cab. Once the grease in the swivel mount loosens up, it turns and looks lethally simple to load and fire. There’s no autofeed, so he supposes he’ll have to do that himself if he needs to use it. He guesses Kinneston and Speckhoffer could have kept rolling while they fired, one to drive the Binny and one to load and fire the mortar, assuming that’s what it is. Run and gun.

“Let’s go,” he tells Sophie. “Onward to the Gullet. Because whatever has happened in Pernil—”

“—has already happened,” she finishes. “You’ve said it before.”

“Have I?”

“About a thousand times.”

“Assume they hoorawed Pernil,” he says. “Where next? Dezi? Mejis? The Great Road? Debaria? Does whatever’s leading them have any goal in mind?”

“I don’t know,” Sophie says.

Right, because I don’t.

He checks to make sure his new gun hasn’t fallen out of the holster where his Glock belongs, and starts the Binny’s engine again. There’s a stubby stick poking out of the dashboard with only three slots: Forward, Neutral, and Reverse. He reverses out of the parking space, the Binny’s diesel engine blatting and echoing. He almost doesn’t hear Sophie when she says, “Aren’t you forgetting something?”
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He goes back to the suite where he spent the night and takes a radiation suit from the closet.

“Radiation prevention suit,” Sophie corrects him. “Or so you hope.”

“I certainly do.” Although he no longer plans on kids—he’s a little long in the tooth for that—he would like to avoid cancer.

It’s a one-size-fits-most type of thing. Jack steps into it and slides his thumb up the fastener, which seems to be good old all-American Velcro. He is startled by the automated woman’s voice saying, “Major Iulia, you are green. Repeat, green.” He first looks up at the overhead speaker, then down at his chest. A green heart shape is pulsing over his actual heart. The name on the suit—in English—is MAJ. IULIA.

“Looks like you are good to go,” Sophie says. “Don’t forget the cap.”

Jack takes the mesh cap but doesn’t put it on. If the heart shape on the suit should turn yellow or red, he supposes he will. Which still begs the question of what he’s supposed to breathe.

He goes back to the motor pool, fires up the Binny, puts it in Forward, and rolls up the ramp into the blaring sun. The vehicle’s two windows shoot up and air conditioning hits him in the face. He heads back down the installation road to the gate, gets about a hundred yards, and the motor dies.

“Well fuck me sideways,” Jack says. “It was great while it las—”

There’s a whine from servomotors above the enclosed cab. Before he can get out to see what’s happening, a female robo-voice tells him, “Solar panel deployed.”

“Of course it is,” Jack says. “All the mod cons.”

He settles back in the driver’s seat. When he presses the accelerator pedal, the Binny moves smoothly and soundlessly forward toward the main road (or what’s left of it) on its oversized tires. When he’s past the gate, he stops and closes his eyes for a moment. Pay is dead. Dale is dead. Mary may be dead. As for Sophie…

He opens his eyes and says, “How about setting me on with a good word, honeybunch?”

No word, good or otherwise. Sophie is also dead.

The Binny has a joystick instead of a steering wheel. Jack pulls it to the left and heads toward the Gullet, but hopefully well south of the Blasted Lands.
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At midmorning he begins to see a pair of ravines angling toward the road on both sides, and at first thinks this must be the Gullet. He goes offroad and approaches the one on the right, but not too close, wary of the ground crumbling away under the Binny’s wheels. He parks, walks to the edge, and peers over. It’s a deep, irregular cut, eighty or ninety feet deep, probably made by a river that dried up who knows how long ago.

At noon the road crosses this dry riverbed on a bridge made of rusty steel slats. Jack parks at the end of it and turns off the ignition. The female robo-voice says, “Would you like solar charging to continue?”

“Sure, knock yourself out.”

“I don’t understand knock yourself out.”

“Continue solar charging.”

“Battery life is currently eighty-two percent. Charging will continue until battery life is at ninety-five percent. Charging beyond ninety-five percent may cause battery damage.”

It really is a Tesla, Jack thinks.

He goes to the bridge and looks down. Jack is a bit of a claustrophobe, but has only the usual fear of high places, grounded in self-preservation. Nevertheless, his stomach gives a flutter as he looks at the rocks and rubble ninety feet below.

“If the bridge collapsed while I was on it,” Pay tells him, “I’d probably live, because as a young man I worked as a bouncer. Bouncer, get it?”

“I see what you did there,” Jack says.

He stands beside the Binny, trying to decide what to do. If he turns back, the whole trip will be rendered pointless. Of course, if the bridge gives out and he falls to his death… is there such a thing as pointlesser? Probably not.

Without much hope, he says, “Hey, whoever you are, I don’t suppose you know if this bridge is safe, do you?”

There’s a thud from the Binny, and Jack has to leap out of the way when a short pole slides out of the vehicle’s blunt nose. At the end is a coppery square. Jack can hear a faint hum. After a few seconds, the hum stops and the pole retracts.

“Given the weight of this Binny Ding Model 4 and the most recent reported load-bearing capacity of Bridge 775, Thomas River, probability of a successful crossing is ninety-two percent. Chances of Bridge 775 disassembling under the weight of Binny Ding Model 4 is eight percent. Recommend using autopilot.”

Autopilot? Who knew? Of course, he didn’t know about the solar panel, either. Or the onboard computer with the woman’s voice. Not to mention whatever sensor the Binny just used to suss out the structural integrity of the bridge.

“Since we’re in this together, what do I call you, ma’am? Give me a name.”

“The name you give will be the name to which I respond, Major Iulia.”

His first thought is Sophie, but to call the onboard computer with the robo-voice by his late wife’s name feels wrong. Almost blasphemous.

“Mrs. Talbot,” he says. She was his first-grade teacher, always with a smile and a soft bosom for a child to cry on following a scraped knee in the playground or a cherry-bump on the seesaw. “You are Mrs. Talbot.”

The Binny says, “I am Mrs. Talbot.”

“When was the last load-bearing capacity reported, Mrs. Talbot?”

A pause. Then: “I cannot say exactly, but in the time of many Beams instead of only two.”

“How long would that be in years?”

A longer pause. Then: “Delah. Suggest autopilot.”

Jack returns to his seat in the Binny’s cab. There’s the joystick and the gearshift. Otherwise, the metal dashboard is blank. “Mrs. Talbot, can you engage the autopilot?”

There’s a low buzz. “Autopilot engaged. What speed? Your options are slow, medium, fast, and rapido.”

Rapido, Jack thinks. I think I may have lost my mind and this is all a delusion. I’m actually locked in a Nebraska nuthouse. Or maybe French County Lutheran Hospital. Ward D. Where they keep the delusional patients.

“Slow,” he says, and as the Binny starts to creep toward the rusty bridge, he makes haste to get out. He waits as the Binny advances at walking speed onto the span. The bridge groans. One of the steel slats snaps and a piece goes fluttering to the riverbed below. The span sags but looks solid enough. He considers waiting for the Binny to reach the other side, then thinks Ninety-two percent, what the fuck, and follows his driverless vehicle. If the bridge collapses, he’ll grab one of the siderails and hang on for dear life. This sparks an image of him swinging on a steel cable like Tarzan on a jungle vine, hitting the rocky side of the ravine and being squashed like an insect. Plunja-food.

Bridge 775 has now sagged enough so that the Binny Ding’s nose tilts upward at an ever-increasing angle. It continues to crawl along, and Jack now wishes he’d specified medium speed, possibly even rapido. But it gains the solid ground on the far side of the cut, wheels spinning, then gripping. Jack follows. He doesn’t fall to his knees and kiss the ground, but he’s glad to be across.

He says, “The outcome was never in doubt, Mrs. Talbot.”

Mrs. Talbot keeps her own counsel on that.
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The road rises steadily on the far side of Bridge 775, and on Jack’s right, the land begins to fall away. To his left is a steep hill that’s not quite a mountain—it’s more like the earth shrugged it into being. The steep slope is covered with yellow vegetation that looks unwell. The road narrows. The Binny jounces through potholes, one so deep Mrs. Talbot has to engage some sort of front-wheel drive to pull it out. In so doing, it sways to the right, and Jack gets a better look than he wanted to at the drop-off. Far off in the distance, the afternoon sun glitters on the rails he and Richard rode into the Blasted Lands on their quest for the Talisman. He wishes he were there instead of here, and twelve instead of fifty-seven, with any number of hard and painful choices still ahead of him. More practically, he wishes there was a guardrail on the righthand side of the road. The Wit and Wisdom of Lily Cavanaugh, the Queen of the Bs, recurs to him: Wish in one hand, shit in the other, see which one fills up first, Jack-O.

The road narrows even further as it goes around a tight curve, and on the other side, a boulder sits in the middle of the road.

“Obstruction,” Mrs. Talbot says, and although Jack has long since disengaged the autopilot, the Binny stops well short of the boulder before he can let up on the accelerator. “There is an obstruction.”

“No shit,” Jack says.

Mrs. Talbot gets this one, it seems; she says, “Totally.”

He gets out and approaches the boulder, which is his height. Above it is a deep scar in the earth where it rolled and bounced its way down, tearing through the sickly (but tenacious) ground covering. There is just enough room for him to squeeze between the boulder and the side of what’s more like a mountain than ever. The road has a slight tilt here, probably caused by hillside erosion. It could help, although he’s not too hopeful. He braces himself, back against the hill and feet on the big rock. He pushes as hard as he can. The boulder moves a little. Not much.

He turns toward the Binny. “I could use a little help here, Mrs. Talbot.”

No reply. What did he expect? A shower of prizes?

He braces again and pushes even harder. It feels like his eyeballs are going to pop. Or maybe his balls. He’s about to give up when the rock finally moves. Only a little, but it’s enough. The edge of the road crumbles away beneath the boulder’s weight. Jack thumps down on his ass, then scrambles to his feet and watches with great interest (and no little satisfaction) as the rock bounces and plummets, sending up puffs of dry earth as it goes its course and finally comes to rest.

Jack examines the bite the boulder has taken out of the road, which was already slanted and narrow. “Can I get by, Mrs. Talbot? What are the chances?”

The stubby pole emerges again, then retracts. “Cannot calculate,” Mrs. Talbot says.

“Great. That’s extremely helpful.”

“I’m glad to be of service, Major Iulia.”

He engages autopilot, gets out, and follows as the Binny creeps forward, watching it roll over the narrow place (well, it’s all narrow). He’s sending out good vibrations, partly because he doesn’t want to walk and partly because he’s feeling some affection for Mrs. Talbot. It’s no doubt magical thinking, but it seems to work.
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As if the boulder were his final test of the day, the road widens a bit and descends as the sun does the same. At the foot of the slope, some long-ago flash flood has done a number on the road, leaving a bombed-out remnant that Jack has no intention of trying to negotiate in a twilight that will be lethally short. He wishes he’d asked Anda and Jeryman how far it was to the Gullet, but wish in one hand, et cetera.

Meanwhile, the heat of the day is cooling, and he guesses by dark it will be downright cold. There’s a thud and the whine of servomotors. The sun is apparently now too low to power the Binny Ding, because after a pause, the diesel engine kicks in. Jack turns off the ignition and the rumble dies. In the new silence, he can hear the lonesome whine of the wind and see small dust-devils that look like ghosts. He tells himself not to think about ghosts and wompies, but it’s too late.

“Spending the night here, Mrs. T.”

“Shall I also respond to Mrs. T., Major Iulia?”

“Yes, please.” He thinks of telling her he’s actually Jack Sawyer, not the long-gone Major Iulia whose suit he seems to be wearing, then decides it would probably confuse her.

Ahead, the road is enclosed by long-dead trees. He starts to get out for a better look before total dark descends, but then, from ahead in the skeletal forest, something howls, then gibbers, then bursts into maniacal laughter. Jack re-thinks exploring and gets back in. A moment later he hears a double thud.

“I have locked the doors,” Mrs. Talbot says. “There may be danger. If you want to disembark, please say ‘Mrs. Talbot, unlock.’ ”

“Can you turn on the lights for a few moments?”

“Headlights, running lights, roof lights, or all three?”

“Everything, please.”

The lights come on. Ahead, the leafless branches of the trees seem to move and reach out. Which, he tells himself, is just a trick of the shadows. Maybe true, but something the size of a man dodges back into the darkness. Jack sees a flash of green eyes and a dragging, plated something that could be a tail.

Alligator-man, he thinks, and although he remembers very little about his travels across the Blasted Lands with Richard, he knows he’s right. I’ve blocked a lot of that trip out, he thinks, and when Mrs. T. says, “I don’t understand blocked a lot of that trip out,” he realizes he’s spoken aloud.

“Never mind, Mrs. Tal—”

There’s an ululating howl, followed by more choking laughter. Didn’t the three of them hear something like that on the trolley, when it was stalled out? He remembers Mary’s big, frightened eyes, and wonders again if she’s still alive. If she is, how will he tell her about Pay? He can tell himself not to buy trouble, but it’s hard not to.

“Mrs. Talbot, are we in the Blasted Lands yet?”

“The Blasted Lands are north of our current position. It’s a name given to what was called the Thomas Mines, the Cressia Mines, or the Forbidden Zone. Those mines were abandoned in the long ago.”

Jack sits up straight. “How long ago?”

“Sixteen cycles.”

“What is that in years?”

“I don’t understand years, Major Iulia.”

“Does the name Morgan of Orris mean anything to you?” The Twinner of Morgan Sloat, Richard’s father.

“Morgan of Orris ran the Thomas and Cressia Mines, which are now abandoned but continue to spew poison.”

“He reopened those mines. He was the bastard who also ordered my father killed.”

Mrs. Talbot makes no reply to this, although—who knows?—she may store the information up.

“I’m glad he’s dead, Mrs. T.” He never would have said this in Richard Sloat’s hearing, but it feels extremely good to say it aloud.



11

When full dark comes, the cold creeps into the Binny’s cabin, starting at Jack’s feet and working its way up. He wakes from a thin doze—it’s the best he can manage sitting up—and asks Mrs. Talbot if the Binny has a heater as well as AC. Vents on either side of the dashboard open, and warm air whooshes into the cabin. It’s very welcome. To the northwest, he can see a glow lighting the horizon and paling the stars. It pulses like a great slow heartbeat. That’s the Blasted Lands, he thinks. Hopefully I keep south of them, reach this Gash or Gullet, and get on back to Dezi.

He taps his left breast, and the radiation monitor appears, still a reassuring green. Might not need this suit after all, he thinks, and dozes off again.

Some unknown time later, Mrs. Talbot says, “Intruders.”

Jack snaps awake. “Lights, Mrs. T. All of them.”

The lights in front and above illuminate half a dozen humanoid beings with sores obliterating much of their faces. One is a woman with what appears to be a stubby arm sprouting from between her breasts. It ends in a deformed hand with only two fingers. The creatures flee from the light with expressions of horror and cries of pain.

“Dear God, what were those things?” he asks, but he knows. He and Richard saw plenty like them when they crossed the Blasted Lands on the little train. They weren’t wompies. That trip is coming back to him now. He wishes it weren’t.

“They are Slow Mutants,” Mrs. Talbot says. “Descendants of the miners and those who lived in the Forbidden Zone.”

“This is a bad place,” Jack says. “Very bad.” He felt more miserable in the long weeks and months after Sophie died, with only his ka-tet of losers to occupy his mind, but he feels plenty miserable now; homesick, grieving, and full of dark presentiments. “The doors are locked?”

“Yes, Major Iulia, the doors are locked.”

He taps his breast again. Looks at the comforting green heart. Touches the sci-fi blaster in the holster where his Glock belongs and wonders if it will do anything should he need it. It occurs to him that he should have tried a Dragonfire missile on the boulder. It occurs to him that he might have blown a hole in the road as well as disposing of the big rock. It occurs to him that he’s one fucked-up American in a strange land. He dozes off again.
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He wakes in the ghostly light of dawn and at first thinks he must still be asleep and having a nightmare. Huge white maggots are crawling on the Binny’s windshield. They look in at him with tiny black eyes full of malevolent curiosity.

“Jesus, Mrs. T., where did those things come from?”

“I cannot say.”

“If you have windshield wipers, please kick them into gear.”

“I don’t understand kick them—”

“Start the windshield wipers, Mrs. T. Please.”

The wipers start up. The bugs burst and splatter greenish goo.

“Would you like me to clean the windshield, Major Iulia?”

“Yes.”

Bluish liquid squirts up. The dismembered remains of the maggots are washed away.

“Unlock the doors, Mrs. T.”

The locks disengage. Jack steps out. There’s a faint acrid smell in the air. Probably bug guts. He draws the G-H blaster and holds it while he urinates, but nothing comes at him. He gets back in, tells Mrs. T. to relock the doors, then asks her if she knows the Great Gorge or what the Manni call the Gullet. He probably should have asked this before, but he had a few other things on his mind—chopping off the head of an old friend, for instance.

“Yes.”

“Will this road take me there?”

“Yes.”

“How far?”

“Two hundred wheels.”

Fuck. That means another night on the road. At least. More if the road deteriorates even further. Jack’s heart sinks. This has turned into a total shitpull. Meanwhile, what’s happening back in Pernil? Or in Dezi, for that matter?

“How far south of the Blasted Lands is the Gullet?”

“South of the mines, Major Iulia, but close to the Forbidden Zone known as the Blasted Lands. Ten wheels. Possibly just four. The border of the Forbidden Zone is fluid.”

“Of course it is. Ignore that, Mrs. T. Talking to myself.”

“Then you must have money in the bank.”

He stares at the road into the skeleton trees, mouth slightly ajar. “Mrs. T., did you just make a joke?”

“Here is a joke. Knock knock.”

“Who’s there?”

“Nobel.”

“Nobel who, Mrs. T.?”

“No bell, that’s why I knocked.”

“I see what you did there. Pretty funny.”

“Yes. Would you like another?”

“Not right now. Engage autopilot and take me to the Gullet.”

The diesel engine starts up. Jack, crack coppiceman that he is, deduces the sun isn’t high enough yet for Mrs. T. to deploy the solar panel. They roll forward into the trees, rocking and jouncing through potholes and washouts from flash floods that occurred long ago.

Mrs. Talbot says, unprompted, “The Gullet is dangerous, Major Iulia.”

“Radiation?”

“Also the pull,” Mrs. Talbot says, and although Jack inquires, she will only repeat those three words, as if they are all the explanation he should need. Or, he thinks, all she is allowed to give to the likes of Major Iulia.
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[image: Seth, leader of the Wolfs, crouches beside a tree with a staff while other Wolfs watch sheep graze beneath a bright full moon.]
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The trees of this forest are dead, but bare branches interlace over the road, blocking out enough sun to make the solar panel useless. The roar of the diesel engine is hypnotic and Jack, who slept little on what he now thinks of as The Night of the Maggots, dozes off, content to leave the driving to Mrs. Talbot.

He slips into another dream of raising the axe to chop off Dale’s head. As the blade whistles down, Dale opens one blue eye—Pay Orville’s eye—and screams, “Jack, don’t! I’m alive! I’M STILL ALIVE!”

He wakes up with a gasp that’s almost a scream. Slow Mutants dressed in rags have come out of the woods. They stand on either side of the road, weird parade-goers silently watching Jack roll past them. Most are men dressed in the remnants of yellow jumpers. One of them also wears a badly cracked hardhat.

The sight of them—some eyeless, some with tallow faces that have been stretched long, some with bulbous excrescences growing out of their scalps and foreheads—brings back another suppressed memory of the run he and Richard made across the Blasted Lands: creatures such as these trailing after them, crooning Nize boyz, goot boyz, you stop now, geddit?

He and Richard saw monkeys with human faces. They saw unspeakable, freakish monstrosities arising from pools of black water. They saw terrible worms with the heads of dogs. At least I did, Jack thinks. Richard kept his eyes shut, insisting he was sick with a high fever, delirious. How did we ever make it? Was it because we were children, and able to see those things without going mad? Richard said he saw nothing, but I know he peeked. I heard him moaning, and once I heard him scream.

The Binny comes round a long, gentle curve, and stops. “Obstruction,” Mrs. Talbot says. “Obstruction ahead.” Unnecessary announcement. The tree lying across the road is too big to miss.

A sense of déjà vu sweeps over Jack. He’s known about the echoes between America-side and the Territories since he was twelve, but he rarely felt one as strong as the one that comes to him now. It drenches him and he thinks: Drill it, pack it, rig up a bag of sand to act as a trigger.

“What the fuck is that?” he murmurs.

“A tree,” Mrs. Talbot responds. “A kappa-kappa tree.”

He thinks of telling Mrs. Talbot that wasn’t what he was talking about—he can see it’s a tree, although he doesn’t know a kappa-kappa tree from a baobab—and decides to let it be. The last thing he wants right now is to get into a semantical discussion with the Binny’s onboard computer.

He asks for the doors to be unlocked and steps out. He thinks

(five minutes before nine in Paris)

and has no idea what the words mean or why they have come into his head… although he should know; it has something to do with his mother.

The Slow Mutants begin to move toward him, making Jack once more recall that George Romero zombie movie. He draws the G-H blaster with its transparent barrel. They stop, consider it, then retreat and fade into the trees. Except for one. Judging by the shoulder-length straggles of his gray hair, this one is old enough to be called ancient. Gravity has pulled his face down nearly to his chest, turning his eyes into long teardrop shapes; his mouth is a clown frown. One arm is shorter than the other, the fingers fused. With the other, almost normal, hand, the mutie pulls aside the ragged remains of his shirt and taps his chest. The mutie points to the G-H blaster, then taps his chest again. The meaning is clear. Jack shakes his head. The mutie tries again, first tapping his chest, then pointing to the weapon. Jack shakes his head again. The mutie gives a strange gobbling cry, sadness incarnate, and fades away into the trees, leaving Jack alone.
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He sees something that has no business in this dead forest and walks to the tree, holding the G-H blaster in one hand, aware that he still doesn’t know if it will be of any use if he needs it. He drops to one knee, glances around to be sure the muties haven’t returned, and picks up the thing that’s caught his eye. It’s a Slim Jim wrapper, probably bought (or shoplifted) in an America-side convenience store. Litterbugs, he thinks, but that’s the very least of Kinneston and Speckhoffer’s offenses.

There are fragmentary tire impressions, as well. Jack doesn’t have an LAPD forensics crew to examine and photograph them, and he’s surely no tracker, but he’s confident they were made by a 2024 Kia bound for the hold, and Riven, and points east.

He examines the stump of the tree. Although it’s been dead for a long time, the splinters jutting up look fresh. That’s not all. There are scars near the bottom of the kappa-kappa’s trunk.

They saw it leaning, looped a chain around it, and pulled it over.

Was the chain they used in the trunk of Rhonda McMeel’s car? Possibly in case of getting stuck in winter weather? Or did Kinneston and Speckhoffer pick it up somewhere along their way? He’ll probably never know, but he thinks he knows why they pulled it over. Something told them to block the road to the Gullet. Impossible to speculate on what that something might have been.

He braces his wrist against possible recoil—standard Police Academy training—and pulls the blaster’s trigger, not sure what to expect. There’s a subsonic thrum that rattles his fillings and makes his eyes water. The kappa-kappa tree lying across the road gives a jerk. Wood chips fly up, not from a bullet hole. The big tree continues to block the road. That sense of déjà vu

(five before nine)

tells him he needs a winch, but the Binny isn’t equipped with one. He gets back in the driver’s seat, looking at the tree and drumming his fingers on the steering stick.

“Time to break out the heavy artillery, Mrs. T.”

“I don’t understand break out the heavy artillery.”

“Don’t trouble your pretty little head.”

“I don’t—”

“Disregard it.”

“Yes, Major Iulia. I will disregard.”

The ditches on either side of the road are deep and evil-looking, filled with murky water. Jack doesn’t want to turn the Binny all the way around for fear of getting stuck, but he’s able to back-and-fill into a diagonal position that creates an acceptable field of fire. He climbs into the back of the Binny and examines the mortar. As with most lethal weaponry, it looks simple to operate. There’s an arrow stamped into the barrel. He pushes it with the heel of his hand. The loading chamber slides open. He puts in one of the Dragonfire missiles, hears a click, and closes the chamber. He swivels the mortar to point at the tree.

Do me a favor and don’t explode in my face, he thinks. He squints—useless, but a reflex—and pulls the trigger. There’s a whoosh, a ruler-straight trail of white smoke, and a blast that sends burning chunks of wood into the air. The middle of the tree is pretty much vaporized. The stubs are burning. He had no idea there were tuffies in the skeletal woods, but hundreds of them take to the air, squawking in dismay.

Jack thinks, Five minutes before nine. In Paris.

Then thinks: Le salaire de la peur.

Which means what? He can’t get it, but associates the phrase—both phrases—with his mother. If he had a French dictionary, he could translate the second one.

Jack thinks, Wish in one hand and drives on.
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A pack of doglike things come out of the woods and chase after Mrs. Talbot, but the deeper he goes into the woods, the fewer there are. He comes to a downslope so steep he doesn’t trust the autopilot but keeps one foot on the Binny’s brake at all times. The dogs (with weirdly humanoid faces) are gone. He can see the sun through the trees, an infected red as it nears the horizon. The slope continues to tilt. Now he’s got both feet on the brake, pushing as hard as he can. The wheels lock but instead of stopping, the Binny begins to slide like one of those weighted discs in a barroom shuffleboard game.

If I come to a drop-off, I’ll go right over.

He thinks about bailing but decides to ride it out, partly because he doesn’t want to abandon Mrs. Talbot to her fate: absurd but true. The Binny starts to slue sideways. Jack stops worrying about going over a drop and starts worrying about the Binny rolling and crushing him like a bug in a tin can. He’s re-thinking the idea of abandoning ship just as the grade begins to moderate and the brake takes hold. He jockeys the steering stick to get the Binny pointed straight again and puts it in neutral long enough to catch his breath and let his heartbeat slow.

Mrs. Talbot asks him if he would like to hear a joke.

“I’ll pass, Mrs. T.,” he says.
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Shortly before stopping for the night, the Binny emerges from the forest of dead trees. Ahead is a grassy plain. As twilight deepens, Jack can see balls of electricity, so bright he has to squint to look at them. They bounce and crisscross in the distance, sometimes striking each other and popping out of existence. He remembers seeing those from the little train when he and Richard made their crossing. He tries to get as comfortable as possible in the Binny’s cab (which seems to grow smaller the longer this trip goes on) and eventually dozes off.

He wakes from tortured dreams of the wympis when Mrs. Talbot says, in her quiet nighttime voice, “Intruders.”

He sits up. “Lights. All.”

They go on, and Jack sees eight or ten figures surrounding his ride. They’re not Slow Mutants. Their eyes flash green in the bright splash of the Binny’s headlights and roof lights, but they don’t run. They are wearing biballs, and Jack recognizes them. Well, no. But he knows what they are.

“Open my window, please,” he says to Mrs. T.

The window slides down. Jack addresses the largest of the shaggy figures. “You probably don’t know me, but I had a friend who was one of yours. I called him Wolf. He called me Jacky. He might have been part of your…” What’s the right word? “Your ka-tet. Or maybe your pack. I was the herd, and he kept me safe.”

The big one shuffles closer. Its greenish eyes are slitted, and its mouth—actually more of a snout—wrinkles back from a great many white teeth. It might be a grin. It might also be a snarl. Jack considers telling Mrs. T. to roll up the window, but doesn’t.

In for a penny, in for a pound, he thinks, and extends his hand, hoping (praying, actually) that he will get it back.

The creature takes it with its own hand, the palm of which is covered with a fuzz of hair. In a slurring growl, it says (in the speech): “Herd? You?”

“Yes,” Jack says. “I was the herd. My friend Wolf—he probably had a real name, but that was what I called him—kept me safe.”

Still holding Jack’s hand, the shaggy thing raises his head to the star-shot night sky and howls. The others join in. Instead of feeling cold and afraid, Jack is comforted. Wolf was good, and these Wolfs (never Wolves, he remembers) are good. Somewhere there are flocks—a weird combination of cows and sheep that Jacky had called creep—which this ka-tet keeps safe.

The leader says in a growling voice, “Seth.”

“You are Seth?”

He nods. “Seth. Herd. Safe. You. Us.”

“Thank you,” Jack says, hoping he understands. “Jack. Jacky.”

“You. Go back. Not safe.”

“I can’t. I need to see the Gullet.”

Seth raises his head and howls again. The others join in, and this time Jack feels no comfort. This time their howls sound like a dirge.

“Herd,” Seth says, and strokes Jack’s hand with his own. Only now his hand feels more like a paw. “Herd. Herd. We stay. Until. Can’t. Geddit?” Seth taps Jack’s forehead with what’s more a claw, or a talon, than a fingernail.

“You’ll stay until you can’t.”

It nods. “Jacky. Herd.”

This sounds so much like his old friend Wolf that Jack feels a sting of tears behind his eyes.

Seth turns to the others. “Jacky. Herd.”

The others rumble understanding and agreement. However guttural, they are speaking the lingo of Mid-World.

“Thank you. I’d like to get out. Stretch out. Would that be okay?”

“Out. Jacky. Herd. Safe.”

He gets out of the Binny and lies down on the side of the road. The ground is cold, but he doesn’t care. It’s so great to lie on his back with his legs stretched out. Two of the others approach him, one male and one female. They have a long roll tied with hanks of what might be rawhide. They untie it, revealing a sheepskin blanket which they spread over him. It’s good. No, great. He’s warm. There are stars overhead. A three-quarters moon is rising. The Wolfs surround him. The Wolfs guard him. Once again he is Jacky, he is the herd, and he welcomes the relief of that.

He wakes in the small hours because his bladder is full and the Wolfs (never Wolves) are howling at the moon. They are hairier than ever, close to the animal form they’ll take when the moon is full, but their essential humanity—and their essential goodness—is still there.

My children of the night, what music they make, Jack thinks as he empties out.

Seth half-walks, half-lopes, to Jack. He bends to sniff Jack’s puddle of urine, which is steaming faintly. He points at the pee (hands more like paws than ever), then at Jack.

“Health. You. No sick, not here. There is sickness, but…” He raises a hairy finger to his lips and makes a hushing sound.

“Sickness, but here it’s quiet,” Jack says. “Sleeping.”

Seth howls his assent. The others join in.

“Hunker, Jack. Palaver.”

Jack hunkers.

“Tell. Your Wolf. He Jesse?”

“I just knew him as Wolf.”

“But you. He. Traveled. Here and there.” Seth points at the earth, and Jack understands him to mean the other earth.

“Yes. And he knew my father,” Jack says. “Phil.”

“Phil! Phil! PhilAROOOO!”

“Did you know him?”

“Yar, but long. Long time. You say: delah.” Seth throws up his paw-hands in a gesture Jack knows well.

“Yes. My Wolf—Jesse, if it please ya—he said my father was good, but the other one—his partner—wasn’t. The other one was Morgan of Orris. He—”

“Morgan!” It’s almost a growl.

Seth’s eyes change, going from green to bright orange. Jack remembers his Wolf’s eyes doing the same when he was upset or angry. The others join at the sound of the name. “He took Wolfs and made them bad. There was a place. There they learned to…” Seth makes boxing gestures with his hands.

“Yes. Morgan taught them to fight.” Jack remembers that stockade vaguely. “Morgan had plans to take over Mid-World. I stopped it. Well… no. I got the Talisman—somehow—and that stopped it. Just how it happened I don’t remem—”

But at the word Talisman, all the Wolfs kneel with their foreheads to the ground.

“Your Wolf? Good?” Seth asks, raising his head. His eyes are green again.

“Very good.”

“Good death?”

“Very good death, you pounded that nail.” Now the tears come. He thinks about telling Seth (and the others; all are now in a circle around him, listening) about the movie he and Wolf went to, or at least tried to go to, but they wouldn’t understand.

“Good good death?” Seth seems to want clarity about this. “Like it says in The Book of Good Farming?”

“Just like that. He protected the herd.”

With one hand, Seth reaches out. Jack doesn’t flinch. The claws at the ends of Seth’s fingers retract. He brushes away Jack’s tears.

“Seth, I want to go back to sleep. It’s been a hard time for me. I’m not young anymore and don’t have my friend Wolf to stand guard.”

“We. You.” Seth points at the circle of Wolfs, all hunkered down, then at Jack. The meaning is clear: We’ll stand guard.

“Thank you. Thank you so much.” He covers himself with the sheepskin, looks up at the moon, and tries his own howl. It’s not very good, but the others join in: a strange and beautiful harmony, somehow autumnal.

Jack sleeps.
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When he wakes the second time, the sun is up. Two Wolfs sit on either side of him. Nearby, another one is cooking something over a small fire in a billycan. It smells delicious. Further distant, on a grassy slope of land (real grass, not that foul-smelling yellow shit), more of them are minding a large, slowly moving herd of creep.

“Jacky. Herd. Eat.” It’s Seth. He brings the billycan to Jack.

“I don’t want to take your breakfast.”

“You. Herd. Eat. Eat.” His lips spread in what is definitely a grin, not a snarl. With the moon down, he looks much more human, and his speech is clearer.

Although Seth carries the billycan in his bare hand, it’s too hot for Jack to handle until he pulls the sleeve of his coverall down, turning it into a makeshift potholder.

“Thank you,” Jack says. He means to take a ceremonial sip or two and then hand it back, but it’s a stew, meaty and delicious, loaded with gravy. He empties the can and hands it back.

“More?” Seth asks.

“Couldn’t,” he says, and then: “Maybe I could. Just a little. It’s been a long time since I had home cookin.”

Seth cocks his head.

“Delah,” Jack says, pointing at the can.

That makes them all laugh, although their laughter sounds more like growls.

“Herd!” the leader says, and whacks Jack on the back hard enough to rattle his teeth. “Jacky! Herd!” And then, making him wish for his Wolf—long for his Wolf: “Right here and now!”

“Seth, were there two others like me? Did they pass heading back that way?” He points.

“Yar. Bad. Not herd. Their scat was crazy.”

“It smelled like crazy people?”

“Yar! Crazy!”

“How did you know they were bad?”

A woman joins Seth and pats her chest. “I. Me. Lena.”

“A boy and girl, Lena?”

“Yar,” she says. “We went.” She points at the nearest hill. “Herd went. Must keep the herd safe, you know. So, hide.”

“Did the man have red hair?” He touches his own.

“Yar. Like blood.” She lowers her head, her own hair gray and long, down her back to the waist of her old biballs. Then she looks at Jack again and says one more word before turning away to throw dirt on the fire.

“Evil.”
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Seth, Lena, and two or three more follow him all day, sometimes running on two legs and sometimes loping along on all fours. The rest stay with the herd, but these others are—what? Bodyguards? An honor guard? He thinks some of both. Jack wants to hurry, wants to get this mission over with, but he also doesn’t want to leave them behind, so he and Mrs. T. go slowly. Around what he estimates to be three o’ the clock, Seth cuts in front of the Binny and holds up one hand—and in the bright sunlight, it is a hand. Jack gets out of the Binny.

“Jacky. We stop here.”

“Thanks for coming with me this far.”

Seth looks at him earnestly. In daylight his eyes are brown, but they still have that feral green tint. “Not safe, Jacky. Not. Safe. Pull. The pull.”

“Are you talking about the Gullet?”

“Yar. Bad. Pull. Not safe.” It seems to be the best he can do.

“I’ll be careful. I promise.”

“Can’t. No care. No care.”

Jack isn’t sure, but he thinks the Wolf might be telling him he can’t be careful, but how can that be?

He takes Seth by his shaggy shoulders and says, “All will be well.”

The Wolf makes no verbal reply, but puts one hand to his hairy forehead and bows. The others do the same, and Jack copies them. He is opening the Binny’s door when Lena puts a hand on his shoulder. She’s holding something out in her other hand.

It’s a crushed box of Little Debbie Swiss Rolls. Empty. Lena sniffs it, then holds it out to Jack. “Bad. Bad.”

“Yes. I know the people who threw that away are bad, and I’m going to take care of them.”

She looks at him with her sad, strange eyes and slowly shakes her head. “Da song.”

They are gone.
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An hour after the Wolfs leave him, the grassy plain ends and the ground, now reddish with iron ore, sinks—as if pressed down by a god’s thumb. Jack stops and gets out of the Binny. The road switchbacks its way down to a rocky desert landscape where nothing grows. There are no trees, not even dead ones. Jack understands that he’s reached the edge of the Blasted Lands. White light, brighter than the declining sun, is shining from behind a tall groove-sided mesa. Although from this distance he can only see the top, it reminds him of the Devils Tower in that Spielberg movie about the flying saucers. He can’t see the source of that light but guesses he’s almost arrived at the Gullet. The light is coming from what he’s traveled all this distance to see.

The Gullet is a passage between worlds. Or can be, if something decrees it. Those psycho kids either found it or were led there by that something—that force. They drove through it in the McMeel woman’s Kia. Out of Nebraska and into the Territories. The perfect escape. Only something came with them. A hitchhiker. An infection. On America-side they might have been a couple of disaffected kids on a killing spree. Horrific, yes, but over here…

“Over here they’re different.”

A constant wind has erased any tracks, but Jack sees another Slim Jim wrapper fluttering from a dead thornbush.

With no Wolfs to guard him, he resigns himself to an uncomfortable night in the Binny with his Kingsland Ale tee for a pillow. The shirt has seen better days and has a definite aroma. The glow is coming from the other side of a low ridge. It’s bright and unvarying, a spotlight that would illuminate the clouds, if there were any. He thinks he feels a faint pull from that direction, but tells himself it’s probably his imagination, aided by Seth’s ominous beware the pull talk.

Because he’s not sleepy, he pulls out Sophie’s book and pages through it, looking for what he couldn’t tell Seth about because it wouldn’t have made any sense to the big man. He finally finds it after several pages about Twinners.


I was in a rest area somewhere near Lewisburg, Ohio, when alarm bells began to ring in my head.



Yes. Intuition, even at twelve, even before the Talisman.

What he sensed was Morgan Sloat, closing in. To make matters worse, Jack was getting sick. Using Speedy Parker’s magic juice, he had flipped into the Territories and met Wolf… whose given name, he now knew, was Jesse.

He reads about how Sloat followed him into the Territories, becoming Morgan of Orris—his Twinner—in the transition. He reads about how Morgan tried to kill them, using what was only a rusty key on America-side. In the Territories it turned into a lightning-throwing gadget which Jack called “Morgan’s doomstick.”

There was only one thing to do, and he did it. Grabbing Wolf, he gulped down the last swallow of Speedy’s magic juice and flipped them back to America-side. These days he can’t take anyone to America; even trying feels like trying to lift a grand piano and leaves him with a three-day headache. But twelve-year-old Jack did it with ease.

Morgan flash-fried most of Wolf’s herd with his doomstick, and almost fried Jack and his new acquaintance. Jack remembers reading this part of his story aloud to Sophie. It’s a sad story, but not without what Pay used to call “yuma.”

Pay would have liked this, he thinks.
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Remember one salient fact, Sophie: I thought I needed Speedy’s magic juice—actually just cheap wine—to flip. When Wolf and I had to escape from Morgan of Orris and his doomstick, I used the last of it. Morgan didn’t follow us, which was good, but we couldn’t flip back to the Territories, and that was bad. It was cold, it was rainy, and I was sick. We tried to hitchhike, and that was a disaster. The first truck we tried was driven by a guy who had cancer. I don’t think the driver knew it yet, but Wolf did. He smelled it on the guy.

“A stink like rotting grapes,” he told me later.

Wolf went a little nuts when I tried to make him get in. We were lucky the guy didn’t call the cops on us, just laid forty feet of rubber blasting out of there. If it had been in the age of cell phones—I explained those to you, Sophie—I’m sure he would have.

Wolf tried to ride in cars a few times after that, but it was no good. After one of those failed tries, I lost my temper and beat on him. It didn’t hurt him, not physically, but it hurt his spirit. I knew it and did it anyway, I’m still ashamed of that. I was exhausted and running a fever, pretty much at my wits’ end, but that has never excused such behavior in my mind. And Wolf… he just took it. He could have broken me in half, but he just took it. There was no one with a heart as big as his. He combined the strength of the mighty with the mind of a hopeful child. It was exasperating, he was exasperating, and how I loved him. To say he wasn’t built for America is an understatement. He called it the Country of Bad Smells.

I got sicker. We couldn’t hitchhike, so Wolf carried me on his back. And not walking, running! He was tireless. We crossed Ohio, mostly sleeping in barns. Twice I tried to take us back to the Territories without the magic juice, because I knew I’d feel better there. But I couldn’t, especially with Wolf as my passenger, and I couldn’t leave him.

We got to Muncie, Indiana. I was just about done up. I bought us a little food with the last of my money, and also a newspaper that had more bad news: The full moon was only days away, and that would mean Wolf’s change. As you probably know, Sophie, Wolfs have to leave at those times, because otherwise they would eat their herd. And according to The Book of Good Farming, he who eats of the herd is damned.

I saw a movie theater, and I thought to myself that would be a good place to rest for awhile. I could sleep in the dark and Wolf could watch the show. I thought he would be enchanted by a movie. I should have known better, even at twelve, but I was sick.

Wolf got popcorn. That part was all right. He just didn’t want any fake butter on it. To him, it smelled like animal pee. What I remember best, oddly enough, is that two tickets only cost us four bucks.

There were six movies in that building, and I picked the double feature, which were cartoons made by a man named Ralph Bakshi. I thought to myself, “Kids love cartoons, Wolf is an overgrown kid, what could go wrong?”

Everything, as it turned out.

As soon as the lights dimmed, Wolf started moaning. I kept saying he’d like it, give it a chance. I didn’t know how terrified he was. He somehow made it through the previews, but the movie started with a terrible fire. It was the forging of the Rings of Power, but Wolf probably thought it was a fire-breathing plunja, and that it was real. He screamed, “We have to get out of here before we burn up!”

I told him to pipe down, but it did no good. He let out one of those terrible Wolf-howls. By then everyone was staring at us. The manager told us he’d called the police. I said something about how my big brother had epilepsy, and we scrammed out of there into an overcast, rainy Indiana day. Wolf was heartbroken. He felt that he’d let me down. I tried to make him understand that I was the one who’d let him down.

“Sorry,” he kept saying. “I’m no good, God pound me, just no good.”

Sophie, I don’t know how to explain this so you’ll understand, but I felt at the end of my rope, just at the bitter end of everything I had for guts. I was empty and lost and homesick for my mother. At the same time, I never loved that big, overgrown lug more.

I said, “You’re plenty good, Wolf,” and then I fell asleep on my feet.

Wolf carried me. Richard Sloat was my friend, but I never had a friend like Wolf.
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When Jack wakes up it’s morning. Sophie’s book has slipped out of his hand and lies on the floor of the Binny Ding. He picks it up. It’s looking rather battered now, which is how he feels… but not sick, as he was in Muncie, when Wolf carried him away from the Town Line Sixplex, finding a web of back roads with unerring, instinctual ability.

He thumbs through the book to where he left off and sees he has moved on to the next part of their adventuring: the Sunlight Home. He neglected to write (possibly because he was tired and wanted to join Sophie in bed) about how Wolf locked him in a tumbledown barn for several days while he, Wolf, went through his change. Because a Wolf dare not be around his herd when the change comes.

It was probably good, Jack thinks. Gave me a chance to rest up. By the time he came back, I felt better.

“He brought me food while I slept.” He has forgotten that until now. Reading about Wolf at the movies has brought back this hidden memory.

Jack puts the notebook in his back pocket, gets out of Mrs. T., and looks at the sunken landscape as he urinates—has a gleep, as they say in Mid-World. In the far distance he thinks he sees the tracks of the train he and Richard rode on but is willing to admit it might be just imagination.

The solar panel rises on its stubby pole and flops open. Jack gets in the Binny and grabs the steering stick. “One more day, Mrs. T., and then we turn back. How do you like them apples?”

“I don’t understand them apples, Major Iulia.”

“Never mind. Tell me a joke.”

“What do you call berries playing instruments?”

“Don’t know.”

“A jam session. Would you like another?”

“No, one was enough. Engage autopilot.”

“Autopilot engaged.”

The Binny starts down to the sunken land sprawling away to the south and southwest. He doesn’t like to think this vast tract of land has collapsed because of the Gullet, but he does think it.

He does.
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Halfway down the twisting, turning, switchbacking road, the Binny stops and Mrs. Talbot says, “Radiation check, Major Iulia.”

He taps his left breast. The little heart changes color. “It’s yellow instead of green. That’s probably not good, huh?”

Mrs. Talbot has no response to that, so Jack says the only thing he can think of. “Radiation check complete.”

The Binny Ding begins to roll again. At the point where the road levels out, a stub road shoots off in the direction of the Gullet and the mesa that looks like the Devils Tower. The turnoff is marked by a leaning sign that reads AUTHORIZED VEHICLES ONLY. Mrs. Talbot gives off five tones that sound eerily like the musical notes in the Spielberg movie.

From somewhere (Jack thinks it might be a speaker mounted atop the mesa) come five answering notes. The name of the movie comes to him: Close Encounters of the Third Kind. He and Richard liked to call it CE3K when they saw it (and were enchanted by it) at the age of nine or ten. It had been on a Blockbuster VHS tape with a sticker on the black plastic case reading BE KIND REWIND. It’s amazing what musty old memories can be prodded into the light when a person is terrified. Which, Jack discovers, he is now.

The Binny rolls onto the long-neglected service road, which might have once served the mines. After crossing a mile or so of the sunken plain, tires popping on pebbles and shells left by some prehistoric flood, the Binny stops and Mrs. T. demands another radiation check. He taps the heart icon and this time it turns red.

“Red. What do I do now, Mrs. T.?”

It’s just thinking out loud, but a previously unseen panel in the dashboard flops open, bringing back the way the glove compartment of his first car would fall open every time he hit a bump. Inside is a clear plastic mask like the ones fighter pilots used to wear. He pulls it out and sees a clip holding an elastic strap. There’s no tank or hose, but when he releases the clip, he feels cool fresh air on his sweaty face.

“Does it make its own oxy, Mrs. T.?”

“I don’t understand ‘make its own oxy,’ Major Iulia.”

“Will the suit protect me from radiation?”

“Yes. Would you like to hear a joke?”

“Not now. How long will it protect me?”

“Would you like to hear a joke first?”

“If you must.”

“I don’t understand if you m—”

“Tell me a joke and then let’s go.”

“How many war veterans does it take to change a lightbulb?”

Jack sighs. “I don’t know.”

“That’s right! Because you weren’t there, man!”

Which chills Jack to the bone. It’s a man’s voice. Maybe Pay’s voice. Then, in her usual schoolteacherly tone, Mrs. Talbot says, “When the detector turns black, you must turn back immediately.”

“Autopilot off, Mrs. T.”

“Are you sure, Major Iulia?”

“Yes.”

“Autopilot disengaged.”

He puts on the mask, inhales wonderful fresh air, then puts the Binny in Forward and starts moving again. The service road splits in two around the Devils Tower. He takes the lefthand fork, and as soon as he’s cleared the mesa’s stone shoulder, something starts crawling over his skin. He realizes he’s been feeling it for some time, was even feeling it last night. Now it leaps at him, pulling at his arms and face. A moment later it’s invading his mind. Jack’s first thought is that the supposedly fresh air in the mask is actually a Trojan horse; it’s poisoning him. Then he sees—unless it’s a hallucination—that the radiation suit, formerly skintight, has begun to puff out in front. A moment later his hands come off the steering stick and shoot out in front of him like the arms of a hypnotist’s subject in some hammy old movie. The kind he and Richard would have laughed about back in the day.

It’s the pull. Now I understand what Seth was talking about.

He can feel his eyes bulging in their sockets and understands that they may be sucked right out of his head—along with his tongue and teeth—if he doesn’t do something.

The Binny has cleared the Devils Tower and now he can see brilliant light streaming from a zigzagging cleft in the ground. At one end of it is an incline a little like the one going down to the parking garage in the hold. At the top, he can see a scatter of rubies. He thinks (insofar as he’s capable of thinking) about Pay stuffing his pockets with uncut diamonds which are worthless in this world, then realizes the rubies are taillight glass from Rhonda McMeel’s 2024 Kia.

“Mrs. Talbot, go back! Engage autopilot and go back!”

Using all his strength, he manages to push the control stick into Reverse, but the Binny Ding continues to be pulled toward that zigzagging river of light. As he watches, the crack in the world leaps forward to the base of the Devils Tower and begins to undermine it. Chunks of rock, some as big as houses, are sucked out of the mesa. They bounce and tumble into the crevasse.

“Go back, Mrs. T.! Go the fuck back!”

“I would if I could, Major Iulia, but I cannot.”

The pull is too strong for him to reach for the door, so he tells Mrs. Talbot to open it. He has no idea if she can obey, but she does, and Jack falls out, hitting the ground on his left shoulder. He rolls over twice, eating dirt and coughing. His outstretched right hand flails against a jut of rock and he grabs hold. He keeps his grip but the rock comes out of the ground and he continues to slide, the rock digging a shallow groove in the ground before his bulging eyes.

He can hear a muffled, rhythmic thudding. He tries to tell himself it’s some sort of doomsday machine deep inside the Gullet, that it’s creating that pull, but he knows better. It’s a heartbeat. The Gullet is a living thing.

The mask is being stretched away from his face on its elastic strap. A rock almost the size of an RV tears loose from the rapidly disassembling Devils Tower and thuds down a few feet from his head. It flies toward the Gullet, bouncing as if it were a Nerf ball instead of a rock weighing a ton or more. It enters that zone of fierce living light and disappears.

Jack lets go of the rock. He gives in to the pull for a moment and is yanked to his feet like a puppet on a string. He’s aware that warmth is cascading down his cheeks and the nape of his neck. He’s bleeding from God knows how many shallow lacerations.

He tries to dig in and the heels of his shor’boots pull trenches in the earth as if he’s water-skiing on dry land. The Binny Ding enters that fierce glow and approaches the cleft… which sends out a tendril to meet it. Jack sees its taillights—pallid in the greater light coming from the rift—flashing on and off, as if it’s giving a frantic last-chance SOS. Or maybe it’s her way of saying goodbye.

He watches it tilt. He sees his pack tumble out of the flapping driver’s side door and into the Gullet. Mrs. Talbot follows, first here and then gone. Skidding on the heels of his shor’boots, arms outstretched, in a storm of rocks both big and small, Jack is pulled toward the growing gulf. The edge of that great light is ninety yards away, then eighty, then sixty. He resists with all his physical and mental strength, but it’s no good; he’s going to follow the Binny into that expanding maw, and there he will become a part of the Gullet… or whatever is animating the Gullet. He understands—vaguely—that he is somehow complicit in what’s happening, that the Gullet is also some kind of wympi. It is feeding on him. Behind him now, the grooved mesa which has stood for millennia is being yanked apart in a shower of stones that fly around him but rarely hit him, and then only glancing blows. Which is impossible. Unless, that is, the Gullet is sparing him even as it means to swallow him up. Did Kinneston and Speckhoffer wake it, somehow? Rouse a previously dormant sentience? Does it even matter? Forty yards left now, and the heart icon on his breast has turned black. Not that he needs to worry about radiation poisoning when he’s going to be discorporated right down to his various atoms, possibly even to subatomic particles, in a matter of seconds.

The only way out of this is to flip, but to do that he has to concentrate, and he can’t narrow his thoughts to the fierce beam that makes flipping possible. Instead, images flick through his mind like cards sprayed instead of shuffled. Is that what they mean about a person’s life flashing before their eyes before they die? He sees his mother in her coffin, hands crossed on her diminished breasts

(flip!)

and then he sees Sophie on her bier, face as white as her death cerements

(flip dammit)

and as stones and rocks and boulders that sparkle with embedded diamonds hail around him, some thudding his legs and shoulders but none smashing his skull to let out his useless, unable-to-focus brains

(why can’t you)

he hears Wolf’s dying declaration about protecting his herd

(concentrate and FLIP do it while)

and sees Pay Orville with his face burned off leaving only that one staring eye

(while you still can)

and as the glare of the Gullet begins to surround him, about to burn his eyes out before igniting his brain, he thinks of Mrs. T.’s joke about berries playing instruments—you call that a jam session. Dale’s voice

(Beebop! Beebop the drummer! He heard it through the GRAPEVINE!)

comes to him.

The Binny is gone. Mrs. Talbot, who told jokes that would make Pay hold his head and groan (except maybe for the last one), is gone. The Gullet is gone even as it begins to envelop him in its greedy brilliance. He can see Dale’s son at four or five, back in the French Landing days, dancing around the living room in his underpants, waving Beebop and singing “I Heard It Through the Grapevine” while Jack, Sarah, and Dale all applauded. Beebop, the drummer of the California Raisins, given first to David Gilbertson as a Christmas present from Jack (along with the rest of the Raisins), then given by David to his father, because Davey said if his dad put one of the Raisins in his cruiser it would keep him safe and Dale said Beebop instead of St. Christopher, I like it, and so he glued Beebop to the dashboard of his patrol car, Jack looking on while Dale said That kid, what did I do to deserve him, putting Beebop dead center on his dash, Beebop with one drumstick upraised in a kind of pagan rock and roll blessing, and that’s the only hook Jack can find, the only thing he can see clearly, because Jack gave the California Raisins to David and David gave his favorite Raisin back to Dale to keep him safe, and it did keep him safe until Kinneston and Speckhoffer came along, cancer cells in human form, outsiders who fed Jack’s old friend to the wympis of Riven, and Jack can’t find the ruins of the Mail Pouch barn, he can’t find the Town Line Sixplex where Wolf freaked out, he can’t even find the Taylor City Walmart, all he can hold onto, all he can see is Beebop, a cool California Raisin with his drumstick upraised in blessing and validation. Jack concentrates on that with all his mind and all his will as the Gullet pulls him toward its living unknowable self and in the last seconds and last feet he realizes that he will not die isn’t the worst horror. He is single-natured, he is a special find, he is a key in a lock, a tongue in a groove, the last piece of a puzzle, the perfect Tab A for Slot B, he is OUR BOY, as the voices whispered long ago, when Jack was Jacky, a beardless traveler on the road of trials

(our boyyy, yesss, YESSSS our sssspecial BOYYY)

and there is only Beebop, only that wrinkled purple smiling drumstick-upraised patron saint of county sheriffs who sometimes patrolled lonely roads after dark, Jack looking in a junkstore window and seeing the dusty California Raisins amid the birdcages and Star Trek lunchboxes and framed photographs of forgotten Americans, Jack thinking I bet Davey Gilbertson would get a kick out of those, and the Gullet is sliding up his legs, still pulling, still pulling, and he understands, JACK UNDERSTANDS—
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Elvis Gladstone is the supervisor of the Elm County motor pool. He’s a man who likes to be left alone. He enjoys the quiet when he’s in the big (fairly big, especially for a rural and underpopulated county in Nebraska) twenty-bay garage on the Santee-Sioux Road two miles out of Taylor City. Most of those bays are currently filled. Two Taylor City PD cars have had their maintenance done and are waiting to be picked up. Half a dozen city plows are awaiting maintenance, but there’s no hurry; snow season is months away. There are also two Trundl-Buses with GO-GO TAYLOR CITY printed on their sides (complete with speed-lines, although the Trundls rarely exceed 30 MPH). Those buses are mostly used by senior citizens, who get free passes and Trundl their golden oldie asses to such exotic locations as the city library and the Senior Center, where there’s bridge, shuffleboard, and a fine library of DVDs. There are also several Taylor City pickup trucks in the garage awaiting maintenance or minor repairs.

And then there’s the hoodoo vehicle, fittingly parked in the bay with 13 stenciled on the pavement. It belongs to County Sheriff Dale Gilbertson. His official status is listed as missing, but sadly, we know better.

Elvis Gladstone likes to be left alone because he gets tired of municipal employees, Trundl-Bus drivers, and cops (mostly it’s cops) saying half-witty things that always seem to come with verbal exclamation points. Things like Say, Elvis, I thought you’d left the building! and Say, Elvis, pick me a tune on your gee-tar! He’s heard them all, and although he loves his mama like bees love honey and Elon loves money, he wishes she hadn’t been so fond of Elvis the Pelvis. Or that his father had protested more strongly. It’s not easy being the King.

He is about to start changing the oil in one of the GMC Sierras the county uses for plowing (Mayor Tom Olivera no doubt got a sweet kickback on those from Paul Benoit at Benoit Chevrolet), when the side door bangs open and in strolls Maynard Stingley, .357 Magnum on one hip, Axon Taser model 7 on the other. He’s loaded for bear. The Stinger is Elvis’s least favorite TCPD law enforcement officer. Elvis waits for it, and here it comes: “Say, Elvis! I could use a bigga-bigga-bigga-hunka-love!”

“Try some hand lotion and your right hand, why don’t you?”

The Stinger laughs his hee-haw-hee-honk donkey’s laugh. He’s one of those guys who walks spraddle-legged, as if his balls are so big it’s impossible to walk any other way. He honks some more and whacks Elvis on the shoulder. “Funny! Funny as a rubber crutch! Funny as… as a… well…”

“A fart in an elevator?” Elvis suggests.

“Or a funeral in a snowstorm!” Stingley shouts. “Also… I dunno…”

“Save some for your joke book.”

“What joke book?”

“The Wit and Wisdom of Maynard Stingley. It’ll be at least five pages long. And now that we’ve got the levity out of the way—”

Stingley frowns. “What’s levity?”

Elvis sighs. “Never mind. Your car keys—”

The Stinger exclaims: “Funny as a screen door in a submarine!”

“Good one, Maynard. Classic. Your car is ready. How did you get here, anyway?”

“Tommy Tudor dropped me off. That guy’s as funny as… well… gee… I dunno…”

“A dead chicken in a birthday cake?”

Elvis watches with fascination as the Stinger howls, then bends over and slaps his knee. He has heard about that sort of reaction to a joke, but never actually seen it.

“Dead chicken! Birthday cake! You should give up singing ‘Heartbreak Hotel’ and get you a comedy gig in Vegas!”

Dear God, Elvis thinks. Dear, dear God.

“Keys are in the office. Let me suggest you take them, then make like an amoeba and split. Make like a tree and leave. Put an egg in your shoe and beat it.”

The Stinger points a finger at him and says, “Never lose that sensayuma.”

Officer Stingley goes to get his keys, doing his wide-legged my-balls-are-just-too-goshdarn-big walk, and for a few blessed moments quiet once more descends. Elvis lies down on his creeper, which he has padded with carpet remnants, and rolls himself beneath the first of the plow trucks, thinking that when the Stinger returns, he can make his half-assed jokes to Elvis’s Georgia Giants. He is about to open the stopcock and let out last winter’s dirty oil when “I Heard It Through the Grapevine” blasts out of nowhere, and at thermonuclear volume.

In his startlement, Elvis forgets where he is and tries to sit up, thus whanging his head against the Sierra’s greasy undercarriage. The garage has a battered old loudspeaker connected to an ancient radio, but that speaker couldn’t put out such excruciating, ear-bleeding volume even when it and the radio were new.

Fucking Stingley did it, he thinks. I don’t know how, but he did.

Elvis rolls out from under the truck with a bump rising on his forehead. Only Officer Stingley comes tear-assing out of the office, wide-eyed and yelling “What the fuck is that?” over the stadium-rock volume. He is about to repeat himself (something the Stingleys of the world are good at) when the music cuts out as suddenly as it began.

Elvis sits up on his creeper. “You didn’t—?”

“Are you kidding? I damn near pissed myself.” His hand drops to the yellow handgrip of his Taser as he looks for the culprit, presumably lurking in the shadows with the world’s biggest boombox on his shoulder.

Elvis also looks around, and what he sees causes him to put a splayed hand to his chest in unconscious imitation of his much beloved mama. “Who in the Sam-fucking-Hill is that?”

Dale Gilbertson’s County cruiser is still awaiting a final forensics sweep (not the Nebraska State Patrol this time but the FBI). That bad old hoodoo car has been sitting empty in stall 13 for a couple of days. It’s not empty now. Behind the wheel is a man with a lot of gray-black hair and a scruff of beard. Blood trickles from his cheeks and forehead. He’s staring wide-eyed at the California Raisin glued to the cruiser’s dashboard. Elvis speculated to one of the State Patrol cops that it was probably the sheriff’s good luck charm.

“If so,” the cop responded, “his luck ran out.”

Stingley shoulder-checks Elvis aside, knocking him to the grease-stained floor. He bellows, “Come out of there and show me your hands!”

At first the man in the cruiser continues to stare at Sheriff Gilbertson’s good luck charm, then slowly turns his head. His eyes are as wild as his hair. He looks like someone who has just seen a ghost. Or is one, Elvis thinks… and what else could he be? The car was empty. Elvis would swear that. Don’t touch it, don’t even breathe on it, the Alpha-dog FBI agent said.

“Out! Get out! Now!”

The man swings open the driver’s side door, gets one leg out, tries to stand, and grabs the top of the door to keep from falling. Pebbles and shards of rock patter to the floor. He’s wearing some kind of coverall, perhaps once white, now smeared with dirt and shredded at the knees and elbows. On the left breast is a heart icon, bright green. Scuffed boots on his feet, maybe suede. To Elvis the man looks like he’s been dragged over a giant-sized cheese grater.

“Hands! Hands! Get em up!”

The man from the cruiser doesn’t seem to hear—maybe the music has deafened him? He makes a half-turn to look back into the car, still holding on to the door to keep his balance. “Beebop,” he says. “Saved me. Crazy world. Worlds.”

“Hands up! Kneel down! Hands behind your head!”

The man turns to look at Stingley. He’s clearly dazed, but Elvis could swear that there’s also humor in that glance. “Which would you like me to do first, Officer?”

Stingley looks confused for a moment, but then his face hardens into his cop glare. “Knees! Knees! Get down on em!”

The newcomer doesn’t. He looks at Elvis. “It’s Nebraska, right?”

Elvis nods. “Where did you come from, mister?”

“I’m not going to tell you again, buddy! KNEEL!”

The man from nowhere doesn’t answer Elvis’s question, and doesn’t kneel. He yanks the sides of the coverall he’s wearing—some mesh material that once upon a time might have been shiny—and a Velcro strip purrs open. Underneath is an even filthier tee-shirt stippled with old bloodstains. Elvis can make out a beer stein and the words KINGSLAND ALE PROUDLY BREWED IN WISCONSIN. It hangs down to mid-thigh over a pair of rode-hard-and-put-away-wet blue jeans. The man lifts the hem of the shirt, revealing a belt.

And a holstered gun.

Officer Stingley sees it and doesn’t wait. He tases the stranger, knocking his top half back into Gilbertson’s cruiser. His legs sprawl on the oilstained concrete, one booted foot twitching back and forth like a metronome. The gun falls out of the holster and clatters to the floor.

“Don’t touch that!” Stingley barks.

Elvis ignores him and picks it up. Looks at it, then puts it in the Stinger’s outstretched hand. “Good thing you didn’t put a bullet in him. I think it’s a phaser.”

“A what?” Stingley is examining the transparent plastic barrel and the cheap metal handgrip.

“A phaser. Like from Star Trek.” And when the Stinger continues to look perplexed, Elvis makes it simple for him. “Nothing but a kid’s toy.”
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It isn’t the gun Jack is going for; he’s forgotten that he put it in the holster meant to hold his Glock. It’s the notebook he wants, the one with Sophie’s name stamped in gold on the cover. In his dazed state, he can’t remember if he put it in his pocket or left it on the Binny Ding’s seat. If he left it, it’s gone into the Gullet with Mrs. T. and the rest of his few things. That hurts his heart, because it’s the only thing of hers he had with him. The only thing that she had treasured and touched.

He doesn’t find out before he’s struck by a bolt of lightning. Jack has been tased once before. It happened at the LA Police Academy. The boot who did it was Tommy Monroe, the kind of jackass who thought slinging a packet of firecrackers under some sleeping boot’s bed was the height of Jacobean humor. Jack hit the deck but was able to get up and clock Monroe a good one in his stupidly smiling face.

This is different. A lot. He is in a kind of white space, with the voices of shouty cop and the other guy, who might be some kind of mechanic, coming in via a defective satellite link that will soon give up the ghost entirely.

The cop commands him to stand up. Jack would love to but can’t. His legs aren’t working, that buzzing whiteness is all around him, and his heart is stuttering. Of course it is. Back in the day it was clipped by a bullet. If not for Sophie and the magic of the Territories, he would be long in his grave. In addition he’s still trying to recover from almost being sucked into the Gullet, and from the terrible half-knowledge of what that thing might be.

The cop says he’ll tase Jack again if he doesn’t get up with his hands laced behind his head. The other one, the mechanic, says that’s enough, something’s wrong with him, can’t you see that?

You better believe there is, Jack thinks. That cop just sent 50,000 volts into my poor Wanda Kinderling–abused heart.

Not a blackout but a whiteout, their voices barely coming to him. He thinks the mechanic says you kicked him into arrhythmia and the cop replies fuck that, he’s playing possum.

The hell I am, Jack tries to say, but no words will come out because, here’s an interesting thing, his teeth are clenched and won’t unclench.

He starts to come back to the world, but then his heart puts out another flurry: kadDUM-whack, kadDUM-whack, ka… WHACK-WHACK-WHACK!

They haul him onto a mechanic’s dolly, and at some point the descending doppler whoop of an ambulance gets through the shifting curtains of white that envelop him. Faintly, as if through the wrong end of a telescope, he’s pretty sure he sees angels or EMTs bending over him. One of them is listening to Jack’s heart, which has never worked very well on America-side since Wanda Kinderling fucked him over. That EMT dissolves into the white, but as he disappears, Jack hears one word—adenosine—and he tries to say I concur, I’ve had it before, but his teeth still won’t unclench.

He’s given a shot which first makes his heart squirt ahead, then settles it down. He’s lifted—“One! Two! Three!”—and placed on a gurney. It’s not comfortable, but better than the mechanic’s creeper with its patches of carpet. There’s a shot of warmth on his face. Redness suffuses the whiteness. He realizes

(deduces)

that it’s sunshine filtering through his closed lids. Elementary, my dear

(coppiceman)

There’s another three-count and he’s loaded into the back of

(better than a hearse)

an ambulance. Someone says his blood pressure is dropping and someone else says hit him again and Jack thinks No more hitting, please, it’s just been one darn thing after another since I left Dezi, then there’s the prick of a needle in the hollow of his shoulder, his heart is kicking up dickens again, and he thinks I believe I’m coming, Sophie, if there’s a clearing at the end of the path as everyone says, please wait for me there.

From her usual spot just behind him, she says, “Not yet, my own dear heart. No. You have work to do.”

He thinks of the Gullet then, and the white turns to black.
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When Jack comes around, it’s evening of a day who knows when. He’s in a hospital room and hooked up to a heart monitor. In one corner sits a cop reading a copy of RV World. The cover story is about something called the Jayco Jay Flight. Jack’s not familiar with that, but he recognizes the officer reading about it. After a brief fumble the name comes to him, proving that at least some of his brain is still working.

“Officer Cormier, isn’t it?”

The cop lowers the magazine and peers at the bed containing one just-about-beat-to-shit coppiceman named Jack Sawyer. Who realizes that he’s once more in Taylor City. Out of the frying pan and into the fire, he thinks… but considering the awful pull he felt when being yanked into the Gullet, he thinks that on the whole, he’s better off. This isn’t a good place to be, but it’s better than being pulled into the Gullet in a storm of rocks. Jack is doing his best to be an optimist.

“By damn!” Cormier says. “Here you are, back in the land of the living. The issue was in doubt for awhile there.”

“I react badly to Tasers. The last guy who used one on me got punched in the mouth.”

“Maynard loves that thing. Also his Dirty Harry gun. You’re lucky that dingbat didn’t shoot you with it. You’da been even longer getting over that.”

Jack lifts the sheet and peers beneath. The radiation suit is gone. So is Sophie’s notebook, if he even had it. He’s wearing a hospital johnny. As for the mask, he has no clear memory but assumes the Gullet got it. Better the mask than me.

Cormier makes a call on his cell. “He’s awake and making sense.” He ends the call. “I’ll give you some privacy to get your story straight. He’s in the lobby, but the elevators in this place are slower than cold molasses running uphill in January.” He pauses, re-running this simile. “Maybe not quite that slow, but you get the idea.”

Jack sighs. The monitor beeps, not quite in a regular rhythm. Meanwhile, another name has come to him. “Might you be talking about Detective Handler?”

“His ownself,” Cormier says, and leaves the room before Jack can say anything else.

Sophie, this is going to be difficult.

She doesn’t answer. Which was always her way when she had nothing productive to add to the conversation.



4

“Well, look at you, all present and accounted for,” Rolf Handler says as he enters Jack’s room. “I wasn’t sure you would be after the disappearing trick you pulled a couple of days ago. That was worthy of David Copperfield in his prime.”

A couple of days sounds about right to Jack. He considered flipping back into the Territories between the exit of Cormier and the entrance of Handler, but he has an idea—an intuition—that no matter how hard he concentrated on coming back to somewhere else (Riven, Pernil, even his home of pink kinna stone in Dezi), he would find himself back on that dreadful sunken plain, being bombarded by rocks from the disintegrating mesa. And the Gullet would finish

(our boy, yezz yezz)

what it started.

Meanwhile, Detective Handler. Same balding head. Same sloping shoulders. Same ill-fitting tweed jacket.

“Cat got your tongue, Mr. Magician?”

No, just trying to decide what to say. How much to say. If Sophie were here instead of just in my mind, she might suggest “Why not the truth?” Because, dear Sophie, that would necessitate rewinding all the way to my twelfth year, when an old black man first told me there were other worlds than this one and then taught me how to go there. Handler would smile and nod and call for the men in the white coats.

Out loud—possibly to Handler, more likely to his dead wife—Jack says, “What is truth?”

Handler’s bushy eyebrows sort of make up for the lack of hair on his head. He raises them and says, “I beg pardon?”

“It’s what Pontius Pilate asked Jesus. To which Jesus replied, ‘I came to this world to bear witness to the truth.’ Which wasn’t much of an answer, just restating the question. More to the point in this case, I could quote Jack Nicholson in A Few Good Men: ‘You can’t handle the truth.’ ”

“I’ll decide what I can handle, okay? Let’s start with your name, which isn’t Benjamin Sawyer but John Sawyer, at one time a Detective First in the Los Angeles Police Department. You worked Robbery-Homicide, Gang and Narcotics, Missing Persons. Many decorations, including the LAPD’s Medal of Valor, which is a very big deal. Want me to go on?”

“Go ahead.” The longer Rolf Handler talks, the longer Jack can avoid doing so.

“Father was a high-powered talent agent. Mother was an actress of some note, once nominated for Best Supporting Actress.”

“Blaze. She didn’t get many good parts after that.”

“You took early retirement, moved to a small town in Wisconsin, got involved in a notorious murder case there which Dale Gilbertson was also a part of. Got shot at a press conference, center mass. Disappeared. It was presumed you were either wearing a bulletproof vest or dead. Years pass. In one of those old movies your mother was in, they’d probably show months and years flying off a calendar.”

“I see what you did there,” Jack mutters.

“What?”

“Nothing. Words from an old pal. Go on.”

“Years later you show up in the Taylor City Walmart with no ID and using a false name.”

“Not false. Benjamin is my middle name.”

“Good to know. The documents I got just say John B. Saw—”

There’s a peremptory knock on the door and a doctor comes in. Goatee. Hair tied back in a stubby ponytail. Peace sign tattooed on one wrist. He glances at Handler, dismisses him as a person of no interest, turns his attention to the man in the bed, checks the beeping monitor, then takes a gadget from the pocket of his white coat. “Blood pressure monitor,” he says. “Latest thing. Space age technology. I’ll just—”

“Possibly you could come back?” Handler asks. “I’m a police detective conducting an interview.”

The doctor gives him a thin smile. “And I’m a doctor trying to get a patient’s vital signs normalized after he was tased. A patient with a heart condition.” He attaches the gadget to Jack’s arm. It beeps almost immediately.

“My officer didn’t know about his heart condition,” Handler says. “Obviously. He was doing his duty.”

“We could argue about that,” Jack says.

The doctor says, “No arguing for you, my friend. BP’s not terrible—”

“How high?”

“138 over 90. Being questioned by a policeman isn’t helping in that regard. That said, your heart rhythm’s more concerning. I’m Dr. Edward Buczkowski. Most people just call me Dr. Ed.”

Handler says, “Nobody likes a cop until they need one, Dr. Ed.”

Jack thinks, Here’s a man who’s had a hard day and is a little ragged. Also, it’s possible—likely, even—that Handler’s getting pressure from above to resolve this latest conundrum, and quickly.

Dr. Ed seems about to retort—Jack can see the flush rising in his cheeks—but just checks the monitor again, instead. “We’re getting there,” he says to Jack.

No we’re not, Jack thinks. You know it and so do I. I can feel the struggle my heart’s making to get back in rhythm, to keep pace. This isn’t my first rodeo, and it isn’t yours.

“I’m going to up your metoprolol a bit, and Nurse Kelly will bring you an orange drink, tastes a little like Tang—”

“Potassium chloride. Treats hypokalemia.”

“That’s the one.”

“And you want me to drink it all, no slacking off.”

“You know the drill. How often have you had these cardiac spasms, Mr. Sawyer?”

“Often enough.”

“We’re going to do a complete cardio workup on you tomorrow. Soup to nuts. Meanwhile there’ll be more Klor-Con at three tomorrow morning. At some point you can make arrangements with Financial. If you can’t get downstairs, they’ll come to you.”

Handler chuckles as people do when they want to make sure they’re heard. The doctor turns to him, irritated all over again.

“If you expect this gentleman to pull a Blue Cross or Major Medical card from his wallet, don’t hold your breath. Because, booya, he doesn’t have a wallet.”

“Not my department,” the doctor says. And then, at the door, he can’t resist. “This looks like a classic case of excessive force to me. There are burns on his skin, in addition to the abrasions. It will be in my report.”

Now it’s Handler who flushes. “Do what you need to, Doctor. What Officer Stingley reacted to was an armed man who might have been going for a weapon.”

Jack now remembers the Territories blaster, but to the best of his recollection, he wasn’t going for it. He can’t be sure, but he was dazed from the pull of the Gullet and double-dazed by the sudden change of venue, but he thinks he only wanted to get out of the car to see if he still had Sophie’s notebook. All without faceplanting.

The doctor seems ready to say something else, then shakes his head and goes out in a palpable cloud of disgust.

Handler returns his attention to Jack. “Now that the house libtard is gone, where were we? The document dump I got as a result of your fingerprints was very large. Thirty pages. You’re a famous guy, Jack. I have your name, that’s one foothill conquered, but beyond it lies a whole mountain range of unanswered questions.”

“Might be a little overblown in the old imagery department, Detective. What was the weapon?”

“What?”

“You said I had a weapon. What was it?”

Handler looks flustered for some reason Jack is beginning to understand. Things change when they come across. “Sure. Pretend you don’t know, funny guy.”

“Not pretending.” Which is the truth. Jack wonders where the radiation suit is but decides not to ask.

Handler reaches into his inner coat pocket and brings out a paperback book. The title is in the squiggly, not-quite-Cyrillic written version of the speech. Jack might be able to read it on the other side, but not here. He does, however, recognize the image on the front: exhausted dancers who are only keeping upright by leaning on each other.

Yowza, yowza, yowza, Jack thinks. And the dance goes on.

“This paperback was in your back pocket,” Handler says. “Been dusted for fingerprints and photographed, so I can handle it.”

“Handled by Handler,” Jack says.

Handler rolls his eyes. “ ‘Give me a hand, Handler. Hand it to me, Handler. Keep it handy, Handler.’ Heard em all before.”

“That’s my property, Detective. I’ll have it back.” He holds out his own hand. It’s shaking a bit.

Handler smiles thinly and riffles through the pages. “Every now and then there’s a word or two in English, but mostly it’s the same gobbledegook as the writing on the play money you had during our last encounter. Where did you get it? Wait, don’t tell me! You picked it up on the side of the road.”

Handler’s jacket is the kind with two inside pockets. Jack wonders if the sci-fi blaster is in the other one, perhaps encased in a Baggie.

“I bought it in Lincoln. Toren Books. It’s a rarity. They Shoot Horses, Don’t They?, but in an old Slavic translation. Not priceless but quite valuable.”

Jack thinks that’s superb short-notice invention, especially for a man with a degenerative heart condition. He has no doubt that Sophie’s notebook became this version of They Shoot Horses when he flipped. Which means that he can have some influence on how things change when he flips from that world to this one. He files this deduction away for later consideration.

“Say more,” Handler invites.

Jack doesn’t.

“No? I feel the feline has once more taken possession of your tongue, Jack.”

Be careful around this one.

“Am I arrested?” Jack is still holding out his hand for the book.

“Not yet.”

“Then give me my property. It’s no good to you but important to my friend.”

Handler holds on to the book. The actual copy of They Shoot Horses, Don’t They? is in Pernil, with the rest of his gunna.

“Let’s do a little business first, shall we? Where did you come from? Who’s Major Iulia, because it sure ain’t you. Why are you here? How did you walk out of that interrogation room and past almost a dozen PD personnel unseen? Why did the camera in Room 2 suffer a three-minute loss of video and then come magically back online? How did you do that, and how did you end up in Dale Gilbertson’s County cruiser?” He leans forward. “And why?”

I only ended up in Dale’s cruiser because Beebop was on the dashboard. It gave me something to hook onto, like Speedy’s magic juice did, back in the day. Beebop got me over.

He says none of this to Detective Handler, only asks if he’s committed a crime.

Handler doesn’t hesitate. “Trespass on city property and trespass on a crime scene, to wit Dale Gilbertson’s cruiser.”

“That all you got? Because at a hearing, I’d see that and raise you the burn marks of Officer Friendly’s Taser. Maybe call Dr. Ed to give a spot of libtard testimony.”

“I can hold you as a material witness in the murders of Cole Travers and Rhonda McMeel, or as a person of interest in the abduction of Dale Gilbertson. Because you were involved. I’d bet my house and mule on that.”

“Have you even got a mule?”

“Irrelevant.” But Handler cracks a thin smile. That’s good. A cop with a sense of humor is a cop that can be worked with. “Material witness gets me forty-eight hours of your time before I have to go before a judge. Person of interest gets me ninety-six. Or you can explain what you did and how you did it and walk out of here as soon as you’re capable of walking.” He pauses for effect. “Depending on how you deal with Financial and how your story stacks up, of course.”

“Can I ask a question?”

“I thought we covered that during our first encounter, Jack. I ask, you answer.”

“But I’m interested. Do you really think I’m somehow hooked up with scumbuckets like those two kids? A couple of thrill-killers?”

Including at least one vic you don’t know about, a not very good comedian who will never wear another gag arrow through his head or squeeze another fart cushion. Plus there’s the havoc those two will wreak in Riven or Pernil or Mejis with weapons a lot more powerful than shotguns or .410s. Maybe they’ve started their wreaking already.

“You worked with Sheriff Gilbertson when he was chief of police in French Landing, Wisconsin. Caught Charles Burnside, aka the Fisherman, aka the real-life Hannibal Lecter. There were unexplained appearances in that case, too. Weren’t there? Hundreds of children just showed up out there in the williwags. Sort of like how you showed up in Sheriff Gilbertson’s cruiser.”

Handler said person of interest would get him ninety-six hours. Jack isn’t sure he has ninety-six hours. He’s gone as long as ten days America-side before starting to feel Wanda Kinderling’s bullet catching up with him, but he was younger then and hadn’t been tased in the chest. That did something to him that wasn’t good. Something that could get a lot worse than Kaposi sarcoma.

Step carefully, Jacky boy. That’s not Sophie’s voice; it’s his mother’s.

“Suppose I told you that Roy Kinneston and Tara Lynne Speckhoffer have gone to a place where the Nebraska State Patrol has no jurisdiction? Ditto the FBI. No extradition, either. Suppose I said I’m your best chance of catching them. What do you think, Detective Handler?”

Handler says nothing, but he’s eyeing Jack curiously.

“Now suppose that if you hold me for ninety-six hours, I might get sick all over again. Bad sick. Dying sick.”

“Other than a little arrhythmia, you seem to be in good physical shape. They’ll get that soothed down with the right meds and you’ll be good to go.”

“The heart problems are just the beginning. Kaposi blemishes could come next. Followed by spontaneous bleeding.”

Handler laughs. “Are you talking about AIDS? Or stigmata? Do you maybe have a Jesus complex?”

Jack has no business being irritated with this man, who is only doing his job in the face of impossible circumstances, but he is. It’s been a long week. In fact, since Wanda Kinderling unlimbered her shootin iron, it’s been a long twenty-five years.

He shows Handler his arm, with a dark blemish just below the elbow.

“Bruise?”

“Kaposi. The first. There will be more. Other stuff, too. I can’t just disappear this time, Handler, I’d die if I went back to where I came from. And just by the way, have I been tested for radiation?”

The detective’s eyes widen. “What?”

“I’m probably okay, but somewhere in this hospital someone must have a Geiger counter, or whatever the next generation is. Wouldn’t hurt to check.”

Handler takes a notebook from the pocket of his jacket and jots something.

Jack says, “My guess is that’s not a problem—”

“Because of the suit you were wearing? Want to talk about that, Major Iulia?”

He doesn’t. The radiation suit is the least of his concerns. “Let me repeat, in words of one syllable: I’ll die if I stay here. You have nothing on me but a couple of diddlyshit trespassing violations. So let me go. Let me do my job.”

“Which is what?”

“Catching Kinneston and Speckhoffer. Bringing them in if possible. Putting them down if not.”

“In case you forgot, you’re Mister Sawyer, not Detective Sawyer.”

One of his intuitions comes to him then. “You didn’t show me the gun I was carrying. Or even a photograph, if it’s in evidence. Why not?”

“To reiterate, Mister Sawyer, I ask and you answer.”

“Was it a replica? Or just a toy?”

Old skills die hard, and he sees a tell in Handler’s eyes at the word toy.

“Suppose I tell Dr. Ed—the libtard medico—that I almost went into fatal arrhythmia because of a toy gun? Do you think it would get around? Possibly cause trouble for Officer Friendly and the whole department? Remind folks of the shit that went down in Minnesota?”

“You’re pretty feisty for a retired cop, aren’t you?”

Jack smiles. “I’ve discovered you can take the man out of the cops, but you can’t take the cop out of the man. You may make the same discovery fifteen or twenty years down the line. Now, I could keep quiet about that old toy gun, and it could maybe disappear from the evidence locker where you’re keeping it. I bet Officer Friendly would like that. Not to mention your chief of police.”

Handler taps his pen restlessly against his pad. “Only you can bring Kinneston and Speckhoffer to justice, is that what I’m hearing?”

After giving him time to make his non-reply official, Handler reaches into his pocket again and brings out his phone. He fiddles with it. “Gotta show you this because I’m curious. I still don’t blame Officer Stingley for what he did, because in the heat of the moment he didn’t know what he was looking at.”

He hands the phone to Jack. On it he sees a police evidence photo of what’s obviously a kid’s toy space pistol from back in the day. Cheap metal handgrip, plastic see-thru barrel.

Handler says, “We’ve got a cleaning lady that everyone calls the station mom. Donna Malinenko. She’s got to be in her late eighties now, but she can still clean up a storm. She said her son had a toy like that back in the long ago. Said it had Made in Japan stamped on the bottom of the handgrip. After we dusted it for prints, she found a couple of C cells and put them in. Pulled the trigger. It made a zap-zap noise and flashed a green light. Pulled it again, same zap-zap but a red light. Completely harmless.”

It wasn’t harmless on the tree across the road. Didn’t move it, but gave it one hell of a good shove.

“Stingley thought it was a real weapon. And you did, too. Didn’t you?”

It was, Jack doesn’t say. What he says is, “I didn’t reach for it. If the officer says I did, he’s lying to protect his own ass.”

“Swipe to the next photo. You know how to do that, right?”

Jack swipes, and there’s his radiation suit. Unlike the blaster, it looks pretty much the same on this side as on the Territories-side.

“No one seems to know what that fabric is,” Handler says. “Donna Malinenko said it might be silk woven into something like aluminum, but we don’t have immediate access to a spectrograph. There’s one at Creighton, so eventually we’ll take it up there. Unless you want to tell us about it?”

“I did already. My advice is don’t turn it over to the staties or the FBI. They leak. I’m speaking from personal experience.”

“Not saying yes or no to that.”

“Do the state cops even know about me?”

Handler seesaws one hand back and forth in a comme-ci, comme-ça gesture.

“What about the Hemingford County Sheriff’s Department?”

Handler gives Jack a complex look: good-humored irritation which is masking real irritation.

“There you go again, as Ronnie Reagan said. Asking instead of answering. I want to know who you are—”

“You know who I—”

“—where you came from, and what you have to do with Kinneston and Speckhoffer. Most of all I want to know how you disappeared from my interrogation room and reappeared in your friend Dale Gilbertson’s cruiser.”

“I’m law enforcement, just like you. Or was. And if you’ve done your homework, you know that Dale is one of my oldest and truest friends. You want answers, so here’s a proposal. You let me talk to Dale’s wife—”

“Not happening.”

“And his son David, if he’s around. Then I’ll give you some answers. You won’t believe them, but that’s your problem.”

“What part of not happening do you fail to understand, Mr. Sawyer?”

“But—”

“You can’t seem to get it through your head that we’re not bargaining here. Roy Kinneston and the Speckhoffer bitch killed a woman in my town and stole her car. Abandoned a truck that belonged to another murder victim. Kidnapped the sheriff of a neighboring county. I want them. I’m not going to deputize you like Joel McCrea in one of your ma’s old movies, and you are going to be here just as long as I think you might be able to help me catch them.” Handler tosses Sophie’s book to Jack. “I’m not going to handcuff you to the bed, and you can have your unreadable book, so take the win.”

“Jesus, man! I’m not the bad guy here!” On the wall the monitor dings as Jack’s heart rate jumps to 130.

“I don’t think you are, but you’re holding back information because you want to work this case. I need to emphasize that can’t happen.”

“Does Sarah Gilbertson even know I’m here?” He sees the answer on Handler’s face. “Of course she doesn’t.”

Handler stands up and points a finger at Jack, who almost expects him to pull a Pay Orville and say You see what I did there. Instead, he says, “To be continued.” At the door he says, “Take a night. Think about it.”

Jack hopes the alarm he feels doesn’t show on his face, but the monitor tattles on him: Pulse up to 137 now.

“I also need a night to think things over,” Handler says. “Give the forensics guys a little more time, too.”

“Handler, I’ll get sick if I stay here, and I need to stop those kids before they do more damage.”

“You’re a riddle wrapped in a mystery inside an enigma, Mr. Sawyer. Winston Churchill said that, but it fits you. To a T.”

To a Mrs. T., he thinks.

“Call Sarah Gilbertson. Please!”

“I think you may be more willing to talk in the morning. If that’s the case, we could discuss getting in touch with Mrs. Gilbertson.” Handler gives Jack a tip of the finger—somehow both sarcastic and respectful. “Tell anyone you want about that toy gun. See if they believe you.”

“My mother never acted with Joel McCrea.”

“Good to know.”

Handler leaves.
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An hour passes. Still holding Sophie’s book, Jack dozes a little. Then that perfunctory doc-knock comes again. The door opens and Dr. Ed comes in, carrying a plastic case. He’s accompanied by a nurse with a clipboard. Both are dressed in white Tyvek coveralls. The nurse closes the door, but not before Jack sees a cop outside sitting in a folding chair. It’s not Cormier and not the one who tased him. Jack doesn’t know how many unis are on the Taylor City force, but it’s clear they’re pulling out all the stops for him.

“Hi again,” Dr. Ed says. He opens the case.

It’s like the lunchbox Jack carried to Hollywood Day School as a kid. Now that he thinks of that, he remembers it was a CE3K lunchbox that showed flying saucers swooping through a bunch of toll booths. Could be coincidence, but he doesn’t believe it. Another goddam echo is what it is. Dr. Ed removes a gadget that looks like a TV remote control.

“Is that a Geiger counter?”

“Yes, but not your granddad’s version. This is state-of-the-art. Radiation and isotope monitor. Borrowed it from the community college’s geology department.”

He pulls back the sheet and blanket, turns it on, and begins to sweep it up and down Jack from toes to crown. It mutters background noise except for Jack’s face and hands. Then the mutter jumps to a subdued staticky roar. Dr. Ed does it twice, then murmurs something to the nurse, who jots on her clipboard.

“Were your hands uncovered when whatever happened to you happened?”

“Yes.”

“You got a dose of radiation on your hands, and some on your forehead, as well. That thing you were wearing—jumper, coverall—protected the rest of you.”

“How bad? Are we talking cancer bad?”

“No, no, nothing like that. There are cellars in this town where the radon count is higher.”

“Tornado shelters, too,” the nurse adds.

“But it’s more than I’d expect,” Dr. Ed says. “Not a background count by any means. How did it happen?”

“I could tell you, but you’d put me in the funny farm.”

Dr. Ed stows his radiation detector. “I might surprise you, Mr. Sawyer.”

“Okay,” Jack says, “here goes. I got irradiated in another world where there’s a gash in the very fabric of reality. Kinneston and Speckhoffer are nothing compared to the danger this thing presents, because it’s growing.” The doctor and nurse exchange a glance which Jack has no trouble reading.

“Told you,” he says.
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He doesn’t want to go back to that terrible sunken plain, but he can’t stay America-side; he can feel creeping mortality in the shortness of his breath and his unwillingness to get out of this bed and look out the window. He may not have taken enough radiation to come down with leukemia or lung cancer, but he’ll pop more KS bruises soon. Aching joints, too. Bleeding from the gums and the corners of the eyes. Deteriorating long vision and a high, steady ringtone in his ears. Worst of all, trouble thinking. He’s not there yet, he could still focus on Riven’s main street, he can see it clearly enough to flip there, but what if it’s night, when the wympis come out to play?

What about the train station in Ellis-Breaks? After all I’ve been there twice, once recently and once as a child. And don’t they say childhood memories are the most vivid?

He sees the train station clearly enough (in this mental image the stationmaster’s big hourglass has been made whole again), but there is no sense of the hospital room melting around him, merging into that world.

Well… maybe the faintest touch. A mere waver.

Something is blocking me.

He knows what it is. He tries twice more and doesn’t even get that momentary glimmer. He can go back to the sunken plain, oh yes. That way is open to him. Back to that litter of rocks from the broken mesa, oh yes. To the edge of the Gullet… and then into it. Oh yes.

It wants me.

He looks up at the ceiling of his hospital room, which might as well be a prison cell. And isn’t there a guard outside? Oh yes.

It’s still pulling me.

Yes. He can go back to the Gullet, but every other avenue of escape is blocked, at least for the time being. And if he stays here, he’ll die.

He tries one final time, giving it everything he’s got, and… nothing.

Speedy, I could use some magic juice.

Exhausted, Jack slips into the first real sleep he’s had since leaving Dezi. He dreams of Mejis, and the great statue that stands in the town square: a memorial to the ka-tet that saved Mid-World and, very possibly, all worlds.

In the middle of the night, a thin trickle of blood emerges from one nostril and stains the pillow.
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“Wake up, Sawyer. Wake up.”

For a moment Jack is Jacky, twelve again. There are Territories dog-things outside Richard Sloat’s Thayer School dorm room, Island of Dr. Moreau hybrids screaming “Way-gup, way-gup, way-gup!”

He opens his eyes not to Richie’s dorm room with its Albert Einstein poster but to a Taylor City hospital room. The cop shaking him is familiar, and after a second or two of sleep-addled groping, it comes to him: Greg Cormier, the cop who busted him at the shopping center. Outside, a wind-driven rain is slapping the window hard enough to make the glass rattle.

“You awake?”

Jack nods.

Cormier hands him a swatch of tissues. “Wipe your nose.”

Jack takes the Kleenex. Wipes. Looks at a smear of blood without much surprise. His heart gives a stutter in his chest, the monitor dings, and a random fact—likely picked up from some long-ago TV commercial—pops into his head: Arrhythmia can lead to stroke, so check with your doctor! He has a brief, nightmarish image of the blood vessels in his brain expanding and contracting with his out-of-sync heartbeat. He wills it away.

Cormier is thrusting something at him. At first he thinks it’s the radiation detector, and Cormier wants him to self-test. Then realizes it’s an iPhone. “Be quick,” Cormier says. “I could lose my job for this. Two minutes.”

Before Jack can ask what’s going on, Cormier drops the phone on the bed and leaves the room. Jack picks it up and says hello.

“Jack? Is it really you?”

Sarah Gilbertson—who else?

“It’s me, Sarah. Is David with you?”

“Yes. He drove from San Diego two days ago. Do you know anything about Dale? If you showed up out of the blue in his police car… Greg says you did… then you must know something.”

Jack closes his eyes. He doesn’t want to do what comes next, but is he supposed to let this good woman—and her son, her son!—just twist in the wind? And there’s something else. Awful or not (it probably is), he may be able to use her.

“I’d rather cut off my hand than tell you this, Sarah, but Dale is gone.” He’s always hated that coward’s euphemism, and he respects Sarah too much not to finish the job. “Dead is what I mean, honey. I’m more sorry than I can say.”

She screams. It’s sorrow, horror, and loss.

From somewhere he hears David—who he always thinks of as a little boy in short pants with scabs on his shins—shout, “Mom? Ma? What’s wrong? Is it Dad?”

Another scream. It goes through his brain. Jack would like to take the phone from his ear, but won’t. He needs to bear witness to her grief. There’s a sob, the kind that comes from deep in the chest, and then she gets herself under some fragile sort of control. “Are you sure? Of course you are, why else would you… would you…”

“Yes. I’m sure.” He could tell her again that he’s sorry, he could tell her that a thousand times, and if it would bring Dale back, he would.

David takes the phone. “You found him?”

“Yes.”

“You’re sure my father is… is…”

“Yes.”

David begins to cry. Sarah takes the phone back. “How… dear God, Jack, how did it happen?” And before he can answer: “No, don’t tell me that. I want to know if it was hard. Tell me the truth, because I’ll know a lie.”

Jack hopes with all his heart that she’s wrong about that. “Not hard. Quick.”

David takes the phone back, crying so hard it’s difficult to understand him. “Was it those two psycho kids?”

Yes and no, but mostly yes.

Sarah takes the phone back. She’s not crying now. “Was it them? Answer!”

“It was.”

“Have you been in that other place? The one you go to?”

“Yes.”

“Did it happen there?”

“Yes.”

“And Dale… those two animals somehow took him? There’s a small cave at the end of Goshen Road, past where they found his car. There were footprints…”

“They took him over. Yes. Kidnapped him.” His eyes are still closed. This is hard. Very.

Cormier comes back in. He holds his hand out for the phone.

“Sarah, listen to me, and tell David. Dale saved my life. He saved my life.” This is only true by proxy, but it’s all he can give her.

Cormier points to the phone, then points at himself. His eyes, quite friendly when he came in, are stony now.

“Kill them,” Sarah Gilbertson says. No sob in her voice now. “If they’re over there in your Territories, find them and kill them.”

“Yes. Understood. Tell David—”

Cormier snatches the phone back and ends the call. Jack says, “I could have used another thirty seconds.”

“People in hell could use icewater,” Cormier says. “I used to police for Gilbertson over there in Hemingford County, and he did me a solid one time. Could have lost my job. His wife heard you were in custody—cop grapevine—and asked me to repay that favor. Which I have done. Handler wants to keep you a dead secret. If he finds out cops are talking and I let you talk to Mrs. Gilbertson, I’m toast.”

There’s a box of tissues on the table, along with a plastic water pitcher. Jack picks up the box and turns it over. “Write down her number.”

“You’re not getting my phone back. I’ve been in here too long already.”

“I don’t want your phone. Just her number. Please.”

Jack doesn’t think Cormier is going to do it, but then the cop gives an exasperated sigh and jots down Sarah Gilbertson’s number on the bottom of the Kleenex box. He puts it back on the table. “Much good it will do you.”

“Maybe. Maybe not.”

“Dale’s missus will talk to Handler about you, but that’s okay, my name won’t come into it, she promised. If you bring my name into it, I’ll fuck you up. Swear to God.”

“Don’t have any idea what you’re talking about.”

That earns him a smile from Cormier, who tucks his phone into the pocket of his uniform shirt and takes up his post outside the door.

Jack looks down at his hands and sees blood under his fingernails.
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Handler comes in around eight o’clock, shaking rain from the brim of his Humphrey Bogart fedora. “Now that you’ve had a night to think about it, what have you got to say, Sawyer?”

“Lawyer.”

Jack doesn’t think he’ll get one, but it gives him great pleasure to use a word he’s heard a great many dirtbags say. He’s even more pleased to see that Rolf Handler looks like a man who has just had a big Sunday dinner jerked away from him.

“You sure about that?” He gestures to the cardiac monitor. “You’ve been dinging that pretty frequently, and I’m sure you’d like to get out of here, but I don’t think I want you calling any lawyer just yet. I have killers to catch and a missing cop to find. Gilbertson’s probably dead, but probably isn’t certainly. You used to be a cop, so help me out here.”

“Lawyer.”

Handler puts on his hat again. “I haven’t read you your rights, so you don’t need a lawyer. Do you?”

“Lawyer.”

It used to drive him crazy, that one word, and although Handler is trying to conceal it, Jack’s pretty sure it’s doing a number on him.

“Let’s see how you feel about that this afternoon. And just BTW, as the kids say, your nose is bleeding.”

Jack wipes it with a Kleenex. Handler doesn’t slam the door, but he does close it with authority.
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Dr. Ed Buczkowski bustles in around nine o’clock, along with a nurse and Greg Cormier in tow. The nurse is pushing a wheelchair. Jack is interested to see that beneath his white coat, Dr. Ed is wearing blue jeans and a tee-shirt that features a rainbow over the words MORE PRIDE, LESS PREJUDICE.

Handler knows Jack wants to get out of here; that’s his leverage. Dr. Ed, who has already made it clear that he has no great love for the cops, is Jack’s best hope. Along with Sarah. She may not do what Jack is hoping for, but he thinks if he can get in touch with her again, she will. Find them, she said, the steely response of a cop’s wife who has always known something like this might happen. Find them and kill them.

“Tests!” Dr. Ed cries. He has the jolly affect of a first-grade teacher. Either that, or he’s recently loaded up on Adderall. “We’re going to find the source of that tachycardia and kick its ass!”

Oh yes, he’s my guy, Jack thinks.

“I should come along,” Cormier says, but it comes out sounding like a question. “Just to keep an eye out.”

An old cop once told Jack, You never know when you’re going to have to cross the Ruby, Jack-O. It was the Rubicon he was talking about, and Jack realizes he needs to cross that fabled river now. He catches Dr. Ed’s eye and gives his head the minutest shake.

“This man is going to have an MRI,” Dr. Ed says. “I don’t think an escape from the tube is feasible. I’ll bring him back. Promise.”

“Well, then, you’re responsible.”

In his days on the force, he would have kicked a uni’s butt for saying such a thing, but under these circumstances Jack is delighted to hear it. Cormier sits back down and picks up his magazine.

The nurse helps Jack into the chair. Dr. Ed keeps a close eye on the monitor during the transfer, but the nurse—late thirties, early forties, pretty—keeps her eye on the good doctor. Jack’s intuition is working, but given that look, he hardly needs it: she digs him. The monitor dings as Jack’s pulse momentarily skyrockets to 180. I have to get out of here, and soon.

“But not to the Gullet.”

“I beg your pardon?” Dr. Ed asks.

“Nothing,” Jack says, and snags the Kleenex box on the way out.
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Now comes the hard part.

In the elevator, going down to Diagnostic Imaging, Jack asks Dr. Ed if he can use his phone.

“I don’t think the officer would approve,” Dr. Ed says. “Detective Handler, either.”

“They’re not here,” Jack points out.

The nurse smiles at Dr. Ed and says, “I’d never tell.”

The elevator doors open on a corridor empty except for an orderly, who looks half asleep, pushing a gurney.

“They are holding me against my will,” Jack says. It sounds paranoid, but it’s the God’s honest.

“You mentioned material witness,” Dr. Ed says.

“Cop bullshit,” Jack says. “You know how they do.”

The nurse pushes the wheelchair. Ahead is a sign reading MAGNETIC RESONANCE IMAGING. There’s also a cell phone with a red line through it.

“Well, they’re always pushing the law,” Dr. Ed says, “I know that much.” The nurse reaches past Jack to give the doc’s shoulder a squeeze. Positive affirmation? Solidarity? Or is she just hot for his bod? Jack doesn’t care; either works in his favor.

They enter the room with the MRI. Dr. Ed reaches into the pocket of his white coat and brings out his phone. “I could get in trouble for this.” But he drops it in Jack’s lap.

“It’s just a phone call,” the nurse says.

Dr. Ed sighs, now a first-grade teacher beset by unruly pupils. “You’ll be okay as long as Big Bertha’s not running.”

“Can I have a minute?”

Dr. Ed looks more dubious than ever. Not a first-grade teacher now, just a man who’s been asked to live up to certain beliefs about the dastardly cops. Jack knows most cops are not dastardly, although only a few are the blue knights LAPD veteran Joe Wambaugh wrote about, and he understands Rolf Handler is desperate for answers. If he were in Handler’s position, he might employ the same quasi-legal techniques to elicit them. But would he believe what Jack could tell him?

“I don’t know—” Dr. Ed begins.

The nurse stands on tiptoe to whisper something in the doctor’s ear. Jack thinks of telling them Handler is using a technicality to keep him incommunicado. He decides it would sound too much like begging.

Dr. Ed says, “How important is this call you want to make? Because your tachycardia is important, too. What in God’s name really happened to you?”

“I was shot. You undoubtedly saw the scar. But that was years ago.”

“Your tachycardia is happening now, and you have a range of other troubling symptoms. Kaposi blems, for one thing.”

The nurse tugs Dr. Ed’s hand, and—bless his cop-suspicious little heart—he nods and leads her out of the room. Now there’s just Jack and the MRI tube, although probably not for long. He turns over the box of tissues and punches in Sarah’s number, afraid he’ll get her voicemail because she’s using her phone to call people and tell them her husband is dead. But she picks up on the first ring, as if she’s been waiting for him to call back, and Jack has no trouble believing that. Not after all he’s seen and done.

“Listen to me, Sarah, and don’t ask questions. It’s important.”

“Does it have to do with the shitbags who killed my husband?”

“Yes.”

“Then tell me,” she says.

He does.
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When Jack comes back from his tests, Greg Cormier has been replaced outside his room by Maynard Stingley, aka the Stinger. He gives Jack an unfriendly look. Once in the room, blessedly alone, Jack gives way to the coughing fit he’s been suppressing. He guesses he’s picked up a cold or a virus—possibly from a cop, possibly from Dr. Ed or his pretty nurse. He’s an open house for germs. This is something else that happens most times when he returns to America-side, but now everything has been accelerated. It’s because of getting tased, and possibly (he hates to think of it) because of his close proximity to that cosmic mistake called the Gullet.

When he lowers the Kleenex he used to cover his mouth, he sees a fine spray of blood. He conceals it in fresh tissues and throws them in the wastebasket.

Time passes. The minutes drag their feet. At noon, an orderly brings him sliced chicken, green beans so bright they seem to fluoresce, and a terrifying mound of orange Jell-O with shards of carrot floating in it like bugs caught in amber. The Stinger comes in while he’s contemplating this awful dessert. He sits on Jack’s bed without being asked. “Hey, handsome.”

Jack says nothing.

“Don’t expect me to apologize for tasing you.”

“Wouldn’t waste my breath. Guys like you—cops like you—never apologize.”

Stingley checks that the door is firmly closed, then pulls his Taser and points it at Jack’s chest. Point-blank range. “Want another shot, big mouth?”

“That would stop my clock for good. Do you want to do a stretch in Nebraska State for killing me?”

Stingley smiles and holsters the Taser. “You wound up in Gilbertson’s cruiser.”

Jack says nothing.

“So where’s Gilbertson, handsome?”

“What are you bucking for, Officer Stingley? Promotion? I don’t see that in your future.”

Stingley picks up Mount Jell-O on its paper plate. “How would you like a faceful of this, smart guy?”

Jack has had enough of this jackwad. “Do it or get the fuck out of my room.”

For a moment Jack actually believes he’s going to be wearing the Jell-O, but then the Stinger puts it down and leaves, tossing back one final glower that—in the words of an old song Speedy Parker used to sing—don’t confront Jack much. Jack takes a few blessed moments of silence to consider the Jell-O (so much of it, and so orange) and then Dr. Ed comes in, once more wearing his oh-we’re-going-to-learn-so-much-today first-grade teacher’s persona. The doc’s heart is in the right place, and he did allow Jack his phone call (albeit at the pretty nurse’s urging), but all that positivity can be tiresome.

“Up for a few more tests tomorrow?”

“What about the ones today?”

“Still being evaluated.”

This is said with a puzzled smile and a slightly cocked head. These are tells Jack has trained himself to look for in his life as a detective. You looked at the MRI and said to yourself, “This man should be dead.” And if I don’t get out of here and back to Mid-World, I will be dead, and those two insane kids will do whatever they decide to do with their cool new weapons.

And the Gullet, of course, will do whatever its will tells it to do. Unless it’s stopped.

“I don’t know if you know this, Mr. Sawyer—”

“I bet I can guess,” Jack says. “Something about my heart?”

“The left ventricle has been almost totally destroyed—I think by a bullet—and yet your heart goes on beating.”

“For the time being.”

“Yes, for the time being.” Dr. Ed gives him a reassuring grin. “When we have your test results, I’ll let you know. Bear with us. I know all this poking and prodding is tiring, but we may have a fix for you, Mr. Sawyer.”

Only the Territories can fix me, Dr. Ed.

As for tomorrow, he hopes he’s no longer in this hospital. Or in Nebraska, for that matter. If he’s in the Cornhusker State, he’ll be on a cooling board.
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For a man used to living alone (which he has done by choice since Sophie died), Jack finds himself dealing with a tiring parade of visitors; it seems to him that each time one leaves, another appears.

First is a new door guard, courtesy of the Taylor City PD. Howard Clinger seems to feel it’s his duty to introduce himself. To Jack, he looks all of seventeen. Next comes a massage lady, who concentrates on his feet, telling him she’ll bring down his heart rate and regularize its beat by releasing his chakras. Jack says he didn’t know his chakras were being kept prisoner and she laughs heartily. While she’s at work, Handler drops by to ask Jack again how the heck he wound up in the county sheriff’s car, and by the way, does Jack have any idea concerning Gilbertson’s current whereabouts? Jack says nothing. Handler offers a rather threatening smile (possibly Jack’s imagination, but he doesn’t think so) and says he’ll be dropping by later. The massage lady finishes. Someone from Financial Services does indeed pop by, and leaves, perplexed, when Jack tells her to send one copy of the bill (“Itemized, of course”) to the treasurer of Elm County, and another copy to the Taylor City PD, attention Detective Rolf Handler. Financial Lady (white) is replaced by Housekeeper Lady (Black, with a pleasing Jamaican accent). She looks at Jack as though he might be radioactive… which he actually is, although only to a minor degree. She leaves and dear God, here is Handler again, cheerful as a devil wallowing in a bath of liquified sinners. He asks the same questions, suggests Jack is looking a trifle peaky, and says that he, Rolf Handler, would be happy to supply Jack with a revivifying shot of fresh air in return for a few answers to a few pressing questions. Jack says, “I don’t want you to take offense, because I say this with the greatest respect, Lieutenant, or whatever your rank might be—”

“Lieutenant, yes.”

“I tell you kindly… gently… and with the aforementioned great respect: go shit in your hat.”

Handler takes off his fedora, examines it, presumably finds zero shit, puts it on, and leaves—but not before speaking a little rhyme which suggests he may have talked to Dr. Ed: “I’ll be back, Jack. In the meantime, don’t have a heart attack.”

A nurse comes in to take his blood pressure. A pharmacist comes in, studies the jig-jagging monitor, and asks Jack if he would like a trank-pop. Jack says he would adore a trank-pop and gets lemon-lime. Satisfying, and his pulse slows down more than it did following the foot massage. In comes Handler, munching a Mounds bar. Jack asks him for his one phone call. Handler tells him those in protective custody get no phone calls, but if Jack decides to absolve the police of their custodial responsibility, he can leave. Jack swings his legs out of bed, then begins coughing. His nose starts bleeding again. The cardiac monitor doesn’t just blip but goes off like a burglar alarm. A Dr. Carstairs comes in with nurses and a crash cart, but Jack’s pulse settles down before they have to go all TV hospital drama on him.

“Oh gee, looks like you’re not going anywhere,” Handler says, and pats Jack’s hand. “The hospital is the place for you, no doubt, but this one’s strictly minor league. Talk to me, Jack, and maybe I can get you a ride to the Cleveland Clinic. They’re the best when it comes to cardio stuff, I’m told. Even up to and including heart transplants. Which Dr. Buczkowski says you need to think about, and very seriously.”

Jack has a wadded-up piece of Kleenex in each nostril, so his voice is a little foggy but clear enough when he tells Handler (again) to shit in his hat.

Handler stands up. He’s not smiling now. “You’re getting worse, Jack. The docs know it, the nurses know it, I’ll bet even the housekeeping staff knows it. You’re running a fever and that’s a graveyard cough. It would be a shame for you to slip into a coma and die without telling what you know. Think of Dale’s wife.”

“Get out of here,” Jack says. “And if you see that pharmacist, tell him to bring me another trank-pop.”

Handler says, “Howie Clinger will be on the door all night. If you have something to tell me, he’ll get in touch.”

Jack closes his eyes. “Go.”

Handler does.

Two minutes of blessed quiet are ruptured by a nurse sticking a temperature reader in his ear. She has only just left when an intern comes in and wants to look down his throat and feel the lymph glands in his neck. “Swollen,” he says. He and another whitecoat—this one a real doctor—discuss his case as if Jack weren’t here. The nurse returns and swabs his nose for Covid and all current flu variants.

By then it’s five in the afternoon, and Jack is exhausted. He is aware that the constant stream of visitors has a lot to do with his connection to the Gilbertson disappearance, and to the freakish condition of his heart. The MRI results have, of course, gotten around. There’s a cop grapevine; there’s also a hospital grapevine. In the parlance of Mid-World, everyone wants a gleep. He turns on the local news. Nothing about the mysterious Jack Sawyer; so far, at least, the Taylor City PD has managed to keep that to themselves. The lead story is Kinneston and Speckhoffer, who have been spotted in Olathe, Kansas.

The fuck they have, Jack thinks.

The intern comes back to tell him he’s tested negative for Covid, the flu, and AIDS.

“That deserves a trank-pop, don’t you think?” Jack asks, and the intern laughs as if it’s the funniest thing he’s ever heard; he sees what Jack did there.

Dinner comes. Jack can hardly bear to look at it, let alone eat it. When the Jamaican housekeeper returns, he asks her to take it away. A new nurse with a candy-striper in tow comes and takes his vitals yet again. When they leave, his next visitor is a nurse with leaping bunnies all over her shirt and pants. With her is an orderly pushing a wheelchair. She tells him the whirlpool bath is a floor down, and while it’s not required—heavens, no—he might find it relaxing.

“Can Detective Handler visit me there?”

“The whirlpool bath is very private, Mr. Sawtelle.”

“Sawyer. And privacy sounds like heaven. Help me a little. No strength in my legs.” This isn’t completely true.

The orderly helps him into the wheelchair. Jack slips Sophie’s book onto his lap as the orderly covers him with a blanket, and wheels him out. The nurse with the leaping bunnies tells Officer Clinger they’ll be on three. He can stay where he is or come with if he wants to wait outside the whirlpool bath. Clinger comes. In the elevator, Jack thinks he looks even younger than seventeen.

The orderly asks what Jack is in for. “Because your color isn’t good, man.”

Jack doesn’t reply.

“That bad, huh?”

On the third floor, Clinger sits on a wooden bench in the changing room while the orderly removes Jack’s blanket and book and the nurse divests him of his hospital johnny. Naked as a shrimp, he allows himself to be led into the room with the whirlpool bath, nurse holding one elbow, orderly the other. The nurse with the leaping bunnies closes the door and takes a pile of folded clothes from the shelf. Jack is glad to see that his Kingsland Ale shirt, now clean, is among them. There’s also a pair of workboots.

“Janitor’s coverall,” Sarah Gilbertson says. “David will help you.”

“I can do it,” Jack says, pulling up a pair of boxer shorts. “I’ve been faking a little. David, how are you doing? Dare I ask?”

“Been better,” Dale’s son says. “A lot. Here. The pants. Quick.”

Jack slips Sophie’s book into one of the coverall’s oversized back pockets. “How much trouble are you going to be in?” Jack asks Sarah.

“Have you been charged with anything?”

“No.”

“Then fuck em,” she says. “Dale always called the Taylor City police a rinky-dink outfit.” She points across the whirlpool bath. Through the steam rising from it, Jack can see another door. “Can you get down two flights of stairs?”

“Yes. Where did you get those awful scrubs?”

“TT Uniforms. Lincoln. In my size I had a choice of bunnies or clowns. I picked the bunnies. We need to get going, Jack. That guy they’ve got watching you looks young but not stupid.”

David: “How long do you think he’ll wait before he starts to worry?”

Jack thinks they might have ten minutes before Clinger gets suspicious and checks the whirlpool room, so he tells David five.

“Then let’s boogie.”

Jack is okay going down the first flight, but when he sits at the landing to put on the boots, he’s overcome by a coughing fit that feels like it will rip his chest apart. He hopes no one can hear it. When it’s under control, he wipes his chin and his palm comes away bloody.

“Oh, Jack,” Sarah says.

“Help me with these boots, David.”

David ties the laces, making Jack feel like a four-year-old. He keeps expecting yells from upstairs. Possibly an alarm? No, this isn’t a prison-break movie. But if Clinger finds that whirlpool bath empty and the three of them gone…

He stands up and sways. Sarah steadies him.

“How are you supposed to catch up with those two, Jack?” David asks. His eyes are red and swollen with grief. “You can hardly walk.”

“He’ll get better in the other place,” Sarah says. “He always does. That’s what Dale says.”

“Said.” David swipes a forearm across his eyes. “Let’s go.”

They get to the ground floor, walk down a green-tiled corridor, and enter the hospital laundry. They garner a few uninterested glances as they make their way past the industrial washers—just a janitor, a nurse, and an orderly, nothing to see here.

The mangler is spitting out freshly ironed sheets into a Dandux basket. Past it, they come to a door marked EMERGENCY EXIT ONLY ALARM WILL SOUND. It’s propped open with a half-brick. Outside is a loading dock and a Maxwell House can choked with cigarette butts.

“How did you know about this way out?” Jack asks.

“Reddit,” David says. “You can find anything on Reddit. I asked where people disable alarmed doors to go out and smoke at TC Memorial. Found four spots. Could have found more, but time was short. Going to get the car. Wait here.”

He jumps off the loading platform, and despite how weak he feels, Jack is able to envy the easy athleticism of the young, which is only appreciated in retrospect. “How far away is the car?” he asks Sarah.

“We parked on the street. He’ll be back in a jiff.”

He better be, Jack thinks. Weak in the knees, coughing, arrhythmic heart skipping every third beat, blood trickling from his nose and the corner of one eye, he still has time to appreciate the fresh air of this early evening. There’s a little scent of bleach from the laundry and some leftover cigarette stink from the coffee can, but it’s otherwise untainted by hospital smells. Or by the terrible magnetic pull of the Gullet.

“How are you bearing up?” he asks Sarah. In his mind he’s imagining Clinger checking his watch, frowning, then cracking the door to the whirlpool for a quick peek, just to be sure. And then—

“I believed when they found his car that he was still alive,” she says. “I really did. Those awful people might have gotten away, they seem to have the luck of the devil, but I thought—believed—he was alive and would come back to me. Then, later… I knew. I just knew. They shot him, didn’t they?”

“Yes.” Jack looks her straight in the eye as he tells this whopper.

“I want to believe you, but you can’t know that,” she says, and begins to cry.

“Believe it anyway,” he says, and puts an arm around her.

The car pulls up at the loading dock, and is Jack surprised to see it’s a Kia? He is not. Just another echo in the echo chamber that bounces back and forth between America-side and Territories-side.

Jack can’t jump from the platform, although it’s only three feet high. He has to sit and slide off. A wave of dizziness hits. David steadies him.

“You’re going to lose your job over this,” Jack says. He has no idea what David’s job is. His voice seems to come to him from a great distance.

“Fuck my job,” David says. “Those two assholes killed Dad.”

They guide Jack to the passenger side of the Kia. Sarah buckles his seatbelt and gets in back. David slides behind the wheel.

“Why don’t you just flip?” David asks. “Dad said that’s what you call it. If that other place can make you better, you should do it.”

“Can’t from here.”

“Why?”

“Hard to explain. Will they be looking for this car?”

“If they’re looking for a car, it will be for mine,” Sarah says. “Which is parked behind the movie theater in Hemingford Home. This is Davey’s car. He drove from San Diego when he heard his father was missing. Nonstop.” She gives David a look of disapproval, then leans forward to kiss his cheek.

Taylor City Memorial Hospital falls behind. Jack coughs some more, then wipes blood from his eye and nose with the sleeve of his borrowed shirt. His stomach tightens as he hears a siren ahead, but it’s a fire engine racing toward someone else’s disaster.

“Where are we going?” David asks.

In between visitors to his room, Jack has had time to think about this. “North,” he says. “Maybe a little northeast. Toward the South Dakota state line.”

“Do you have an actual destination in mind?”

“Not in this world,” Jack says, and then another bout of coughing takes him.
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David Gilbertson knows better than to take Highway 81. When the cops discover Jack is gone, they may look for Sarah’s car, but a smart cop—Handler, for instance—might also find out what he can about Sheriff Gilbertson’s son. Including the make and model of David’s car. Also his California license plate, which is sure to stand out in this middle American state. David takes what’s known as the Old Nebraska Highway, a patched two-lane that runs through such one-stoplight towns as Cornlea, Platte Center, and Humphrey.

Jack is running a fever and the arrhythmia is worse. Once upon a time he had a prescription for his misbeating heart, not the metoprolol Dr. Ed prescribed but propranolol. There are a few of those left but stored for safekeeping—irony of ironies—in Dale’s medicine cabinet in Hemingford Home.

He also tries as best he can, despite the rising fever heating his brains, to think of what he must do. Once upon a time, he believed that flipping from America-side meant flipping to a roughly corresponding geographic area in the Territories. Or…

“Or vice-versa,” he mutters.

“What?” David asks.

“Nothing. Never mind.”

From a great distance he hears David ask his mother if Jack is going to die on them. She says absolutely not. It’s a brave statement, but Jack is no longer sure it’s accurate. Once in the Territories recovery has always been swift, but he’s never been this sick before. During his previous trips to America-side—visiting Dale, doing errands for the Big Kahuna—he has been able to flip back as soon as the arrhythmia, coughing, and spontaneous bleeding started. But on his previous visits, there was no Gullet to worry about.

Lately he has discovered that by concentrating on some specific object, he can come out in an entirely different geographical area. That was why he was able to return from Riven to that abandoned barn in Nebraska instead of to Thayer School in Illinois, where his friend Richard was. He knew about the barn because Dale, an amateur photographer, had stark black-and-white photos of it in his home studio. I especially like the Mail Pouch ad, Dale said. Flipping to Nebraska from the outskirts of Pernil was so natural that Jack never thought much about it.

He’s thinking about it now. Getting away from Taylor City was imperative because it’s geographically close to that sunken plain in the Territories where the Gullet has opened its greedy mouth. He needs to get as far away from its magnetism as he can, and keep it from pulling him back in. Counterbalancing that is his increasing sickness and his worry about blue lights suddenly flashing behind them, with an amplified command to pull over, pull over. He tries to tell himself that it’s unlikely, the most serious crime Handler can charge him with is trespassing, but Handler knows Jack may have a connection—through Dale—to Kinneston and Speckhoffer.

Around ten o’clock that night, he realizes it has to be far enough. The choice has come down to flip or die. He opens his eyes and sees the road cutting its two-lane path through seemingly endless fields of either corn (for ethanol) or soybeans (for biodiesel). He tells David to pull over.

“Are you sick?” Sarah asks from behind him. “Going to throw up?”

“No. Where are we?”

“South Yankton,” David says. “I can just imagine what the kids call it. If there are any.”

Jack unbuckles his seatbelt and opens the door before the car has come to a full stop. Behind him, Sarah opens hers. He staggers out and she’s quick enough to catch him by the sleeves of his coverall before he can fall down. She’s crying again, but he has an idea that this time it’s for him rather than her husband.

“Your eyes! Jack, you’re bleeding from your eyes!”

David comes around the hood of his car. “What can we do, Jack? There might be an urgent care facility across the state line in Vermillion. We could—”

“No good.” Jack swallows blood, chokes on it, and coughs it out in a spray of fine droplets. “I have to flip. I think there’s still time.” In fact, he thinks he’s left it too long, and his time has run out.

“Jack—” Sarah begins, then shakes her head and steps back. She has always accepted Jack as Dale’s friend but has never thought of him as precisely belonging to the same American world she and her husband and son belong to. Jack knows this. He’s seen how careful she is around him.

David—who used to call his father’s best friend Uncle Jack—joins his mother and looks at Jack with worry and distrust. Maybe even disgust, and why not? He’s a bloody mess. The Kia’s headlights cut the northern Nebraska dark; in their tunneling beams, bugs dance and swirl in drunken ecstasy. He touches the weird hybrid version of They Shoot Horses, Don’t They? safe in his back pocket. It’s all he has of Sophie, and he may want it later. If he lives, that is.

Jack knows they are waiting for some kind of supernatural event, but he no more wants to flip with an audience than he’d want spectators watching him while he made love to his wife. Or when he mourned her. He cried for Sophie and raged at the ka that had taken her, but always alone.

He finds his legs will carry him if he holds his arms out for balance. He walks across the shoulder of the road and manages to stagger to the field. It’s corn, and as high as his head. He looks back once and sees Sarah and David with their arms locked around each other.

“Jack!” she calls. “You can’t! You’ll die!”

Maybe, but not in that fucking Gullet, he thinks, and lunges into the corn, not trying to go down one of the rows but simply thrashing his way deeper. Swordlike leaves rake at his exposed skin. Sarah calls after him one more time, but she sounds very distant, as if already in another world.

At the edge of the Gullet, bathed in its fierce heatless light, he concentrated with all his force on the California Raisin glued to the dashboard of Dale’s cruiser. St. Christopher is the patron saint of travelers, Dale once told Jack when Jack commented on it. I’ve got Beebop.

But Jack knows the Mid-World version of St. Christopher, and very well. He is the legendary gunslinger Roland Deschain, who searched endlessly for the Dark Tower, that axle of eternity, and finally found it in a field of roses. Jack has seen the statue of Roland and his ka-tet in the Mejis town square, and dreamed of it in the Taylor City hospital.
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Fifty feet into the corn, he’s winded. After seventy, his legs give out and he falls to his knees, coughing and choking. A cobweb of cornsilk wavers up from his dank and matted hair.

Must be now. I can go no further.

He summons the image of that statue: two men, a woman in a wheelchair, a boy, and a weasel-like creature standing on his hind legs, ears cocked. The ka-tet that saved Mid-World. That is, if you believed the legends, and now he’s counting on the statue of that ka-tet to save him.

He thinks of Speedy Parker singing Travelin’ Jack, Travelin’ Jack, long way to go, longer way to come back, and feels the world of America-side waver and lose its reality. For a moment he’s between, and he can feel the Gullet become aware of him and clutch at him: the one that got away.

No! I got far enough from you!

But did he? Has he? The pull of the Gullet—that living, sentient force—is very strong. He redoubles his concentration

(Mejis the statue the Five who saved)

and for a moment feels he will literally be torn apart, that if the Gullet can’t have him alive, it will have him dead. Then there is a kind of rough pull that overcomes the pull of the Gullet—a yank in Yankton, he thinks—and suddenly, as a new reality enfolds him, the Gullet lets go.

There’s a smell of fresh air—different air. Mingled with it is the scent of burned wood. That smell makes Jack think of the Mid-World word for things that have gone bad: a charry crock of butter, a charry well poisoned with alkali, a charry man.

Jack opens his eyes. Above him, cast in bronze, are the legendary Five: Roland of Gilead, Eddie Dean, Susannah, Jake of New York, Oy of Mid-World.

He sits up, still coughing and still bleeding from eyes, nose, and ears, cornsilk wafting up from his hair, but his heart has already begun to settle, and he can feel the first strength returning to his arms and legs.

He gets to his feet and looks up at the figure which dominates the statue. Roland’s face is lined and weary, his hat is pushed back on his head, one hand two fingers shy, the big gun with the sandalwood grip riding just below his hip. Jack puts a trembling fist to his forehead and speaks as he was taught: “Hile, gunslinger, well met. I see you very well.” And he does.

He’s back in Mid-World.
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[image: Maeve Quiller sits on a sofa with a teacup while Shurf Mose Destry stands behind her with his hands on his hips. Jack's arm is in the foreground, holding a pistol.]
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“Who y’be? Who y’be?”

Jack looks around for the source of the voice. It can’t be familiar, not if he’s come back to Mid-World in Mejis (the statue proclaims that he has), but somehow he knows the voice.

It’s night here, as it was in northern Nebraska. The man striding toward him is wearing a battered jug hat turned up and pinned in front, an equally battered leather vest decorated with silver conchos, and a large pistol in the kind of shoulder holster which in this world is called a docker’s clutch.

“Are ye him? Are ye the Out-Worlder Maeve said would come?”

The man draws closer. Jack sees that one of the silver things on the man’s vest isn’t a concho but a sheriff’s star. He knows the man isn’t Dale, when he last saw Dale, he was lying headless and dead in Riven’s main street (although the Manni-folk may have since given him a decent burial), but he looks a little like Dale… or feels like him, anyway.

This is a large town square in a prosperous northregion of the West’ard Baronies. It’s dark, but as the man draws closer, he sees it’s Pernil’s Constable Destry, who reminded Jack of Dale Gilbertson. Yet this can’t be Pernil. The statue—famous in all parts of the known Territories—declares it to be Mejis. There wasn’t anything as grand as a town square in Pernil, anyway, just a water tower and broken-down fountain.

Destry stands in front of Jack and sticks out his hand. “Hile, you of Out-World. You’ve come too late for the few, but mayhap in time for the many.”

“Manni?” Jack says, shaking Destry’s hand. He’s aware that he probably sounds stupid… but in his defense, he’s come a long way. And he’s been sick.

“The many, the many,” Destry says. “Delah, don’t ye know.”

Jack has no idea what Constable Destry is talking about. Also, the star he wears, though tarnished, clearly bears the etching of a rose. Which makes it a sheriff’s badge, not the sort of humble constable’s badge Destry was wearing when Jack first met him.

He realizes he can still feel the pull of the Gullet. It’s faint, but it’s there—a kind of background hum. He realizes something else, as well.

“You’re not him. Are you?”

Destry smiles and shoves back his hat with a thumb. Jack looks past him and sees townsfolk—far more than in Pernil or Riven—standing on the boardwalks that ring the square. They look anxious, the women in pairs, holding on to each other. More women than Jack has seen since leaving Dezi.

“Ye’re thinking of my brother.” The smile withers, then disappears. “Twin brother.”

Twins are selling cheap in Mid-World, Jack thinks. Say true.

“I’m Moses. Shurf Mose is what most folks call me. My brother is Aaron. Was. We both went to law, and I keep forgettin he’s dead. Then I remember and it hurts all over again. Pardon me, sai, gi’me a moment.” The man covers his eyes and utters a single choked sob. Jack can now see the hair under Mose Destry’s hat is both lighter and longer than his twin brother’s. “Cry your pardon.”

“He’s dead? You’re sure? He was fine-o when last I saw him.”

“Aye, gone to the clearing.”

So. Mary’s probably dead, too.

It’s a logical conclusion—a true coppiceman deduction—but he doesn’t quite believe it.

Jack sees that two buildings on the square have burned flat. It’s been a long time since he’s been in Mejis—six years, at least—but he thinks one of the casualties was the butchery. The other might have been the sawmill. Because of the river, Mejis has always been a lively trading center. The farmers are wealthy (or were), and plenty of drop-riders coming and going support the bars and saloons that rip and roar most nights except for Saturday-Sabbath.

His heart runs a rapids of arrhythmia, and he clutches the chest-high base of the statue to keep his feet.

“What’s wrong with ye?” Destry asks. “Do’ee need the cracker? I hope not, he’s out at the Holvay place.”

Jack knows what Destry is talking about: cracker as in bone-cracker, as in sawbones, as in doctor.

“I’ll be better. What’s going on here? Are those bodies?”

On the far side of the square, outside the Best Hotel & Rest, lies a row of shapes under sheets. A woman kneels by one of them, sobbing.

“Aye,” Destry says. “The young from the out’rds did murder and burning.” He lowers his voice. “They had guns. And one had a hose going to a tank on his back. The hose spit fire, like a dragon. We killed one, Raythun Richardson’s boy, but the rest have gone on to join t’others.”

This time Jack misses his hold on the base of the statue, and only Mose gripping his arm saves him from going down.

“Ye’re not well, do poorly, so y’do. You need food and rest, if not the crackerman. Come to Maeve, will’ee not?”

Rather than asking who that might be—he’s too tired and disoriented—Jack allows himself to be led across the square, which is paved and painted with faded murals of mining, farming, herding, and riverboating. As they approach the line of sheeted bodies, the townsfolk begin to applaud. It feels to Jack like the hour is late, but the entire town seems to have turned out, and now these hundreds of Mejis residents bend the knee and put their fisted hands to their brows.

Jack is shaken by the murmured voices saying May you do well and Long days and pleasant nights and Welcome, sai, welcome. But he’s not chilled until a man wearing a corduroy jacket over his nightshirt puts one hand to his forehead, covers his eyes with the other—as if at something too bright to look at—and says, “Hile, Jason!”

Dear God, Jack thinks. Dear, dear God, what have I gotten myself into?
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Shurf Mose leads Jack away from the covered bodies. Jack has no idea what has happened here, who Maeve is, and how it concerns him, but he has learned to trust his intuition… which, he believes, is the residue of the Talisman which he once held.

“How many townsfolk were killed?”

“Seven. When the Richardson boy was brought low, the rest of the crew ran.”

“Who brought him down? You?”

Destry nods. “Aye. Didn’t want to, never in life did I, he was a good boy by all accounts, only fourteen they say, but he was the one with the hose that spit fire. Burned the café. Burned the Syndicate’s butchery—Governor Youngblood won’t like that, no. Richardson youth was turnin for the co-op and the Church of Gan when I shot im. Another of em scooped up the tank and the hose. They’ve been up north in Little Mejis since, doing more butchery. The helios are down, but I can smell the burning on the south wind. With no shurf or constable to stop them, I wot they burned that place flat. Do’ee ken Little Mejis?”

“No, only know of it. Mejis is as far north as I’ve ever been. Which one is young man Richardson?”

Destry points to a pair of drop-rider’s boots sticking out from beneath the hem of a sheet. “Here he is. Rafe Richardson. Good boy, just went off the rails. Like the others. To think I kilt little more than a child!” He puts a splayed hand to his face to hide his grimace of sorrow. “But how could I not? He meant to burn the church!”

There are murmurs of agreement from a few of the townsfolk.

“Show me his face,” Jack says, with no clear idea why he’s saying it.

Destry turns back the sheet to reveal the face of a teenager who passed into the clearing still too young to shave. There’s a bullet hole dead center in the kid’s forehead. Above it—and Jack isn’t surprised, because his intuition knew all along—is a horrible mop of blood. The crowd, which has been moving in, now steps back from the sight, some making the Sign of Gan.

“D’ye see it?” Destry asks. “D’ye see what the lad did?”

Jack plunges his hand into the gore and closes his fist around a clump of the dead boy’s hair. It comes back smeared with crimson, but it’s not blood. He sniffs something both acrid and sweet.

“Birdberry,” Destry says. “It grows wild on the Drop, as ye may know. In daylight it looks like the very ground is bleeding.”

He waves an arm. Jack can see nothing in the dark but doesn’t need to. There are birdberry bushes everywhere in Dezi, so called because only tuffybirds and owkies will eat from them. They grow everywhere except in Youngblood’s fancy garden. He wouldn’t have such trashy plants amid his exotic wildflowers any more than Dale Gilbertson would have suffered dandelions on the lawn of his house in Hemingford Home.

“Them hoolygans dye their hair widdit, so they do,” a middle-aged woman in a snood says. “Dye it red.”

Jack doesn’t understand everything, but he understands why Rafe Richardson—and the hoolygans with him—dye their hair. Roy Kinneston was a natural redhead like Charles Starkweather, his murder-god. Now others are coloring their hair to imitate Kinneston. Or in his honor. Is he their god?

Intuition whispers yes and yes and yes.
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“Can’ee walk a moit?” Mose Destry asks. Jack is coughing again. “Maeve’s place is two streets down. Maybe a quarter-wheel.”

“Yes, if you go slow.”

Destry leads him out of Mejis’s town square and along a street of small but pleasant-looking houses, some constructed of wood, others of adobe, which is called mudstone in this part of Mid-World. Sparklight wires crisscross overhead like visitors from another age. There are stately elms lining both sides of the street. Jack thinks Youngblood would give his eyeteeth to have even one such tree in his garden.

“Who planted these grandfathers?” he asks.

“The gaffers and gammers would tell you it was Roland of Gilead himself who sowed them, but according to the histories of the old times—such histories as remain—he was just a young man in love with no interest in tree-planting. What he did plant died in the belly of a girl named Susan who burned to death. What did Miller call’ee? Jayden?”

“Never mind what he called me. Tell me about your brother.”

“A good man, may Gan keep him always.”

“How did you find out he was dead? By the helio?”

“Nah, nah. The hoolygans knock em down, but the jing-jang—the telly phone—still works between here’n there. Do’ee ken telly phone?”

“Very well.”

“Someone called me at the shurf’s office. On the dedicated line. Do’ee ken dedicated line?”

“I think so, yes.”

“It was a woman. Dunno who she was.”

It was Mary, Jack’s intuition whispers. I don’t know how or why, but it was. And having come from New York in 1976, Mary Klee would certainly know a telly phone when she saw one.

“But I knew a’ready,” Shurf Mose says heavily. “I knew the minute it happened. It’s always been that way with me’n Aaron. He’d burn hisself on the stove and I’d holler ouch. I’d get somethin in my eye and he’d try to rub it out of his. Twins, you know.” He pauses, then adds, “Maeve knew, too. Accourse she did.”

Jack doesn’t ask who Maeve is, feeling he’ll find out soon. “I’m very sorry for your loss.”

“Thankee-sai. The woman who called wanted help. She ast if this was 911, and I told her I didn’t ken 911. She said a foul word and hung up. Where do’ee come from? Can’ee say?”

“I call it America-side. Have you heard of it?”

“Can’t say I have. Is it part of New Ork?”

“Kind of,” Jack says. He wants to save what little strength he has for walking. “How much further?”

“Not far. Would’ee rest?”

“Just for a minute.” Jack has a coughing fit so strong it bends him over, but there’s a silver lining: no blood in the palm he uses to cover his mouth and no taste of blood in his throat. The scattering of dark spots on his arms are fading or have disappeared completely.

“Do’ee not feel the trouble? Coming from the Blasted Lands?”

The Gullet is only on the edge of the Blasted Lands, but that doesn’t seem a hair worth splitting.

“Yes. Faint. A kind of hum. Closer, it’s stronger. Once you get really close—and I was—it’s…” Jack shakes his head. “Savage.”

Destry is looking at him with wide eyes. “Ye’ve been to the Gash? And lived?”

“The people in Riven call it the Gullet, but yes.”

“It was dozing. Something happened to wake it.”

Yes. Kinneston and Speckhoffer. But I think I also played a part, little did I mean to.

“It’s like a thinny,” Jack says. “Do you know about thinnies? Places where reality has been… I don’t know… scuffed away? There’s one not too far from Dezi. Eyebolt Canyon, it’s called. Do you ken—”

“Aye, aye, ken thinnies very well. Been to the mouth of Eyebolt, but no closer. A fool that wanders in there never comes back out. That agree with what you know, sai?”

“Yes.”

“Some say such things are natural, like springs or whirlpools, some say they’re more leftover fuckery of the Old People. This Gash ain’t a thinny. Thinnies can call, but their voices are weak and they don’t change the young folks into maraudin devils. Not the very young, they seem immune, but the teeners.”

To Jack, this makes sense. Starkweather was still too young to vote when he went on his killing spree, and his girlfriend, Caril Ann, was even younger, maybe not even yet a freshman in high school. According to Jimmy Clanton (no relation to the singer), it’s the same age range for Roy Kinneston and Tara Lynne Speckhoffer.

Destry: “When the Gash—what you call the Gullet—woke up from its doze, those teeners were especially affected by whatever it’s sending out. They dyed their hair with birdberries—”

“Girls as well as boys?”

“Yar.”

This also makes a degree of sense; teenagers have always been vulnerable to fads and fashions. Some of those fads—school shootings, suicide bombings—are violent. Jack doesn’t like to think of Mid-World’s teenagers as acolytes of Kinneston and Speckhoffer, and thus of whatever force is coming from the Gullet, but it’s hard to believe anything else.

“How many teeners are we talking about?” he asks. “Here in town, out on the farms and ranches?”

“You have to add in the transients,” Mose says. “The teeners that work on the flatboats and scowboats, the ones who pit in the mines. Probably sixty from Mejis, another sixty or seventy on the Drop or on the river or from the farms and pitmines north of Mejis and Little Mejis.”

“They all came together?”

“Aye, in a stampede. There’s a few rifles and revolvers in town, and some still work. When the shooting started from the buildins around the square, they went on their way even though they had us outgunned. Ran like rats, I tell’ee.”

Maybe, Jack thinks, or maybe they had other places to go. Maybe they wanted to catch up to Kinneston and Speckhoffer. Which would take them to Pernil… then back to Riven…

They resume walking again. The townsfolk—maybe not all, but a lot—are following at a respectful distance.

“How did the teeners get weapons? Not just guns but a flamethrower?”

“Is that what’ee call it? A flamethrower, like the Great Worm King Sorrow in the old stories?”

“Yes.”

“They had lectric wagons and cartomobiles, too.”

Of course they did, Jack thinks.

“There are places where such can be found,” Mose says. “Dangerous litter left by the Old People. They call em holds, or…” He speaks the word carefully, as if there might be a penalty for mispronunciation. “Ar-mor-ees.”

Jack nods. “I’ve seen one such place.”

The Dezi trolley has been destroyed, but there may be others that still run. There are sparklight wires crisscrossing the street he and Destry are walking down; some robot emergency vehicles still work. For all Jack knows, such robo fire engines kept the downtown area of Mejis from burning flat when the teenage harriers came through.

“I don’t know where or how they got the weapons,” Destry says, “but I reckon from those armories. They dye their hair red, in homage to their master, I suppose, and then…” He shrugs. “You saw. Hoolygans. We’re here.”

He’s stopped at a tidy brick house that would have looked perfectly at home in French Landing, with its red shingles, picket fence, and flowers flanking the path to the door. “Maeve understands these things. She’ll tell you what to do.”

“I wish somebody would,” Jack says. He thinks that whatever this Maeve tells him, his first stop should be Mary Klee. If she’s still alive.
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There’s a gate in the fence. Destry opens it and leads Jack up the path, which has been bricked in a herringbone pattern. The door opens and the smallest and oldest woman Jack has ever seen totters out, walking with two canes. The hands clasping the ferrules are so twisted with arthritis that they look like hunks of driftwood. A snood frames her face, which is a river of wrinkles. Where her skin isn’t parchment white, it’s stained red in blotches under the wrinkled pouches holding her eyes, also down one sagging cheek to her wattled neck. There are open sores on her forehead which have been lathered with some kind of paste.

Jack thinks, I’m looking at radiation burns. He can’t know that, but the intuition is stronger than ever.

She reaches the edge of her porch and tilts over the steps, dropping her canes. Jack springs forward and catches her as she falls. He has no trouble holding on to her even in his weakened state; she’s like a bag (a small one) filled with sticks and feathers.

She’ll call me Jason, Jack’s intuition tells him. Like the man in the town square.

But she doesn’t. She puts her skinny arms, also dotted with sores, around his neck and whispers, “I be Maeve Quiller, she who came from Little Mejis. I knew ye’d come and here’ee be.” She looks at him with a smile in which a few teeth still remain, and adds a single word.

“Coppiceman.”
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Maeve Quiller’s kitchen is small and tidy, as neat as the exterior of her house. A small woodstove stands on bricks. The plank walls display pictures of wildflowers, including one that features birdberry bushes. In another, a pair of young billy-bumblers are play-fighting in tall grass. There’s a working sparklight fixture over the eating table, and in its glow, Maeve looks smaller than ever. With her snood dropped from her head and puddled around her thin shoulders like a shawl, he can see that few hairs remain on her head. Her skull is as innocently pink as a baby’s.

On the stove, a blue ranch-style coffee pot is chuffing steam. Next to it is a smaller pot from which comes the entrancing smell of freshly brewed coffee. Jack coughs and covers his mouth with his forearm. He sits down at the table. His head is throbbing, not with sickness so much as

(here’ee be, coppiceman)

with wonder. He has been expected. There is fresh-brewed coffee, and what looks like a plate of scones on the counter. She pours a cup from the smaller pot, and when Jack reaches for it, she laughs and gives it to Shurf Destry. “Nah, nah, not for you, coppiceman. You en’t ready for coffee.”

She takes another cup from the hooks hanging beside the stove and pours from the blue enamel pot. The aroma is less pleasant than the smell of the coffee, but it brings back a strong memory, as smells often do. He sees himself at twelve, a kid on the road who might be used (or abused) by any ill-natured adult. Smokey Updike, for instance, owner of the Oatley Tap in upstate New York. Jack sees himself in the back room of the Tap, so homesick he cried himself to sleep. It’s a weird sensory cross-pollination: he is smelling the taste of those bitter childhood tears.

She brings him the cup, which is steaming. She says, “You were a vagabond, weren’t you? Just a lonely boy on a road of trials.”

“Yes,” Jack says. “That I was.” The room blurs and he wipes his eyes.

“You went questing for your mother?”

“Aye, you say true.”

“Your heart’s still larruping,” says she, “but this will settle it, coppiceman.”

“Why do’ee call him so?” Destry asks.

“That’s between he and me,” the old lady says. “What do you call yourself in Out-World, sai?”

“Jack Sawyer.”

“Not Jason?”

“No. A man called me that in the town square, but he was mistaken. I was never a farmer.”

Destry looks puzzled, but Maeve understands what Jack is talking about. If Jesus had a Territories Twinner, Jack supposes it would be Jason of Gilead, the humble tillerman from The Book of Good Farming. Laura DeLoessian, the Queen of the Territories, named her baby after that Jason. He might have been Jack’s Twinner, had that royal child lived, but the heir to Mid-World was murdered in his cradle. Jack is single-natured.

“If you say so, let it be so. Welcome to my home, Jack Sawyer. You may have a good deal of journeying yet to do, but you’ll stay here tonight. I’ve only the one bedroom but I’ve made you a little pallet on the back porch. It’s screened against the bugs and seemies. Now drink up. It’ll do your heart good. An old saying but a true one in this case.”

He takes a careful mouthful. The taste is bitter in his mouth, but sweet in his throat. He takes a second mouthful, then a gulp. He feels his heart settle a bit, and his vision seems sharper. He thinks that might be the fever dropping away. Whatever is in the cup is a miracle.

“Do you brew this yourself?”

“Used to pick and brew both,” she says. “Now I have a boy who brings me the herbs. He’s too young to be one of them, or he surely would have cut my throat, and with a smile.”

“What is going on here, sai? Do you know?”

She smiles, showing gums mostly innocent of teeth. “I know, and you know.

“Mose, bring them scones t’table. I believe our company could do with a bite to eat.”

Jack discovers he could indeed do with it.

When Shurf Mose puts the scones on the table, Jack moves to take one and Maeve smacks his hand the way a granny would slap the hand of a greedy child. “Nah, nah. There’s a crock of butter and a jar of strommy preserves in the cold pantry. Jack will want some of each to build up his strength. Be good enough to get em, Mose.”

Shurf Mose goes obediently to do her bidding. As soon as he’s gone, Maeve leans across the table and takes Jack’s hand. The move pulls her dress tight, and Jack sees she has no breasts at all. Her years—long exceeding most of those who live in Mid-World—have eroded them. Have eroded her.

“You say a man in the square called you Jason. Surely you know why?”

He shakes his head, but her eyes are bright in their wrinkled pockets. He’s lying, she knows it, and he knows she knows it.

“No one ever called you so? Even as a child?”

“Maybe. I can’t remember.”

“I think you remember very well, but pass that. As a full-grown man, you were the Shadow Queen’s consort. Were you not?”

No point lying about that. “Yes. Yes, I was.”

“And in your time with Sophie the Good, did some call you Jason?”

“I don’t know.” He does know. It’s the reason the cry of the man in the corduroy jacket went through him like a knife.

“Mose doesn’t know who you were wedded to, the great world don’t concern him, and that’s fine. He doesn’t need to know. What you’re called, what you are, what you may be, is for Gan to decide and not our business. The Gash is our business. It dozed. Two evil children woke it, born into this world in blood and trouble. They went on their murderin way and then you came and finished the job of waking it. Now it grows, and the pull of it grows ever stronger. We all feel it a little. I guess you feel it more.”

Mose returns. Maeve opens a drawer and hands Jack a knife. He spreads butter and jam on a scone and eats it in four bites. It’s wonderful. He reaches for another, then looks at her, not wanting another hand-slap.

“Garn,” she says, and croaks a rusty laugh. Everything about her is rusty. “Fill your belly, coppiceman.”

“How do you know that word, sai?”

She shrugs, as if to say it’s a silly question. “I got the sight as a child.”

“Would how you got it have anything to do with those radiation burns and sores?”

“Yar. Once upon a time, long gone ago, I found one of those underground places left by the Old People. It was in the woods. I went home and brought back my friend Bethie. We walked round and round a tall metal box sticking out of the ground, with its closed door.”

Jack knows what she’s talking about. He’s seen more than a few of these leftovers during his time in Mid-World; to him they look like old-fashioned subway kiosks. Most—not all—are marked with warning slashes of yellow and black. Some—not all—with a cloud-and-lightning sigul.

“When Bethie put her hand on a plate outside it, the door stayed closed, but when I put my hand on it, the plate lit up and the door opened to me. Do’ee ken?”

“Very well.”

“I was a brave girl, too brave, everybody said I’d come to ruin, even my own ma said it, but I was careless of that and made up my mind to go down the steps and see what was below. I had sulphurs in my apron pocket to light the way, but I didn’t need em; once I took two steps down, the walls lit up. Bethie didn’t want to go, but I made her. I’m sorry as hell about that. Have regretted it my whole life.”

“What did you see?”

“Many wonders. Not that I understood em, y’ken. Machines. Little lights on wall panels. We walked through many rooms, Bethie whining and me dragging her by the hand. In some rooms there were skellytons. In still others, just dust and humming machines. In one there was a box on wheels turning circles and speaking the same phrase over and over: ‘Sorry, we don’t have, sorry, we don’t have, sorry, we don’t have.’ Then it would say the same thing, I wot, only in a different language. Bethie was crying by then, ‘We have to go, Maeve, we have to go,’ and I wanted to go, too. It was… terrible down there. The further we went the more terrible it was. I just went on to show I was brave, full of piss’n vinegar. Bethie only came with me because she didn’t want to be left alone. It was like a place full of spirits.”

Shurf Mose had taken a scone. Now he put it down to cross himself and tap the center of his forehead three times.

“I said I wanted to look at one more room. I thought we might find something to take back and show the other childers in our snot-nosed little tet how brave we were. And we did find something. Two somethings. They were on a desk in a glass box.” She shakes her head slowly. “The room was dark, but when I opened the box to take my treasures, it lit up. Not like the walls when we went down the stairs, that was a soft light. This was almost brighter than the sun. I squinted my eyes to look at Bethie, and I could see the brain in her head. She said later that she could see mine, too. And I knew she had a crush on Geordie Cushing, a young drop-rider. Then she ran, and I ran with her. I didn’t realize I’d snatched my two treasures until we got outside and saw em in my hands. That bright light went out as soon as we left the room. We passed the room with the sorry-box in it, we passed the skellytons, we passed the rooms with all the little blinking lights. We pelted up the stairs and fresh air never tasted so sweet. We could breathe the air down in that place, that tomb, there was machinery running in the walls, air-making machinery, I wot, but making a kind of squalling sound.”

“Running down,” Jack says. He’s thinking about how the trolley stopped on the Dezi-Pernil run to recalibrate its computer brain. “Most things of the Old People are doing the same. They built things to last, but it’s been…” He shrugs and tosses his hands lightly into the air.

“Delah,” Shurf Mose says.

Jack nods. “You say true.”

“We both had burns from that room,” Maeve says, “and we both had the sight. Do’ee ken the sight, Jack?”

“I think so, yes.” He’s thinking about his intuitions, and about the roulette wheel in Wahoo.

“I do. You have a touch of that, or am I wrong?”

“I suppose so.”

Shurf Mose’s head is going back and forth like a spectator at a tennis match.

Maeve says, “I won’t ask how you got yours, or why it hasn’t marked you—”

“It’s marked me,” Jack says. “You just can’t see the burns.”

“My friend Bethie died in childbirth four years later. The thing she pushed from her womb was a monster with one eye and no bottom to its face. It was the light that did it. It gave and it took away. Do’ee kennit?”

“Too well,” Jack says. “It’s been a long ride for me. Longer for you, I think.”

“Did the light save me and take Bethie? I think so. It marked me as you see and my pains have been bone-deep—as have yours, I’m sure—while I waited for it to bring whatever it kept me alive for. And so it has. Did’ee think of the statue? The one in the town square of Roland and his tet? Is that how you came from whatever Out-World where you were?”

“Yes.”

Jack looks into his cup and is astonished to see that it’s empty. He feels almost like himself again. This makes miracle drugs like Cipro look like candy floss, he thinks.

“Twas the Beams that drew you, Jack. The ones that come from the Dark Tower and hold all existence in their force.”

No, Jack thinks. More likely the Talisman. Only who is to say the Talisman, the Tower, and the Beams aren’t the same?

“You’re meant to go after the murdering pair that came from your Out-World.”

He considers telling her that if he catches up with Kinneston and Speckhoffer, he should at least give them a chance to surrender, then somehow carry them back to America-side. Let them face a judge and jury, as Charles Starkweather and Caril Ann Fugate faced a judge and jury. That would be righteous. Then he thinks of how they left Dale for the wympis.

“I’ll cut them down.”

Destry is nodding, and he thinks Maeve will agree… but she surprises him. “Others may do that.”

“Do you say so?”

She seesaws her hand in the air, as if to say maybe yes, maybe no.

“I’m almost at the clearing, Jack of Out-World.”

“Nah, nah.” Shurf Mose reaches out to grasp her shoulder. “You’ll be tellin fortunes here in Mejis for many and many-a.”

She shakes her almost-bald head. “It was for this that the killing light spared me. Because all things, even those devil-things of the Old People, serve the Beams.”

She reaches out and grasps Jack’s hand. Her skin is cold, but he feels a fever beneath and knows it’s the residue of the light in that deep room, just as his intuition is a residue of the Talisman.

“The Gash is the final refuge of the Crimson King, I wot. If so, he still means to destroy Mid-World as his physical body was destroyed. Except for the eyes, which remain. His goal is as it ever was: if he can’t rule, he will bring Discordia and rule that. Do’ee ken Discordia, Jack?”

“Yes.”

After all his years in the exile of Mid-World, he knows the word very well. It inspires dread (in others and in him), but he hasn’t fully known what it means. Now he does. It means the Gash, or the Gullet, or the Great Gorge. It also means Roy Kinneston and Tara Lynne Speckhoffer, agents of chaos who probably don’t know what they are doing but go forward anyway, just as Maeve went down those steps into a hold of the Old People, with her unwilling friend trailing behind.

“The Beams have picked you.”

Jack surprises himself by laughing. “I was only doing an errand for my boss—Governor Youngblood—when all this blew up. Getting him some drinks called Coke he especially likes, and a book.”

“Your fool of a governor also serves the Beams,” Maeve says. “I have something for you, Jack of Out-World, Jason that once was. The treasures I brought from the tomb of the Old People. Mose, bring me my canes. I left the damn things on my porch.”

He goes at once to do her bidding. Maeve asks Jack if he’d like another cup of her special tea. He tells her that would go down a treat, but when he sees her struggling to get up, he goes to the stove and pours his own measure. Mose comes back with her canes while Jack is sipping, and when she struggles to get up again, he tells her he’d be happy to get whatever it is that she needs.

“Nah, nah. This is my last duty, the one I’ve been waiting for, and I’ll do it myself.”

She stumps away, a tiny woman with radiation burns that should have killed her long since.

“I think by the time they get to the Clean Sea,” Shurf Mose says, “those teeners are apt to be a small army. I hope your gov is prepared for that.”

Jack thinks of Edward Youngblood in Rosewood Hall with his succession of dollies drawn from the lower town. Edward Youngblood, who might be growing the worm. He shakes his head. The BK won’t be prepared. Not for teenagers armed with guns and Gan knows what else in the way of firepower.

Maeve Quiller returns, listing to starboard because she now only has one cane. With her other hand she holds a box against her hip. The box is a dusky brownish black, not rosewood but ironwood.

She staggers, and once again Jack catches her before she can fall. She holds on to the box, which she puts on the table. Burned into the ironwood lid is a symbol which Jack knows well; it’s seen everywhere in Mejis, and there are horses on the Drop that bear it as a brand.

[image: A circular icon features the letters K A within a thick outline.]
After a pause to catch her breath, Maeve says, “My treasures are now your treasures, Jack of Out-World. May you do with them as the Beams and Gan commands.”

Jack opens the box, already knowing what he will find, and so he does.

It’s a gun.
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The other treasure which young Maeve took from the hold of the Old People is a gun maintenance kit, each item in its own plastic compartment: a cleaning rod, a jag (with patches), a bore-brush, cotton-wrapped sticks (not quite Q-tips, but close), small bottles of gun oil and lube, even a toothbrush, although Jack doubts if it ever saw the inside of an Old One’s mouth. The very idea of that gives him a chill for reasons he can’t quite comprehend… nor does he want to.

He picks up the gun, careful to keep his fingers well away from the trigger. It’s a semiauto, and although it looks like a Glock 22 to Jack, NCP is stamped on the base of the grip. Jack saw this logo in the hold twenty wheels or so outside of Riven. North Central Positronics is a company which, so far as Jack knows, has never made guns America-side.

At least not in my America-side, Jack thinks. In an America-side where people drive Takuro Spirits… maybe.

He puts the gun on the table and lifts the cleaning kit, looking for a Made in USA stamp (or India, or Mexico, or Austria) on the underside. There’s nothing.

He picks the gun up again. A Glock by any other name is still a Glock… at least I hope so.

He releases the magazine and sets it aside, then racks the slide to check the chamber. There’s one in the pipe. It pops out and Jack snatches it before it can hit the table or roll on the floor. Mose laughs with surprise and admiration.

“I was ready,” Jack says, which is as close to aw shucks as he can get at this stage of his life.

“Still fast,” Shurf Mose says. “Faster’n blue blazes.”

The mag is fully loaded. Seventeen rounds in all, counting the one he ejected. Just like the one he lost to the hoolygans. The cartridges look as good as new. He double-checks the chamber—always safe, never sorry—then pulls the trigger (click), pushes the tabs, and removes the barrel. Mose is watching every move he makes. There are four main parts to the North Central Positronics version of the Glock 22, as there are to every semiautomatic pistol he’s ever handled: the slide, the frame, the barrel, and the recoil spring. He almost forgets he has an audience as he cleans and lubricates each part with a fresh swatch of cloth Maeve hands him unbidden. This process has always soothed him. He puts the pieces back together—snap, snick, snap—and then thumbs the bullets out of the magazine. He’ll need to test-fire the gun to make sure it and the bullets work… and hopefully the Glock won’t blow up in his hand. He would rather have his own semiauto, but this one will do.

“I have a docker’s clutch in my office, if’ee want it,” Mose Destry says.

“That would be good,” Jack says. “Tomorrow.” He gives a jaw-cracking yawn.

“Aye, tomorrow will be time enough to save the world,” Maeve says, and Jack has to laugh.
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Jack has always been amazed by how fast people heal on TV shows; in one episode they’re in critical condition from a gunshot wound, and two episodes later they’re up and around, as perky as ever. That isn’t how gunshot wounds work; Jack is a case in point. He was shot at almost point-blank range by Wanda Kinderling, and isn’t—will never be—healed. Now that he thinks about it, there’s another echo here: Kinneston, Kinderling. It could be coincidence, but he doesn’t believe it.

I’m now one of those made-for-TV fast healers, he thinks. Of course, fast recovery is a Territories specialty. Usually not this fast, granted, but Maeve’s tea has also aided his recovery. All that healing has exhausted him, and he thinks he will sleep well after the alarms and excursions of the last week or so.

He’s bedded down on the back porch and drifting off when Maeve comes thumping out with a fresh cup of her elixir. “Ye may want it in the night if you feel a relapse coming on,” she says, bending down.

He takes the cup from her trembling hand. “Maeve, you shouldn’t have troubled yourself.”

“I’ll do what I can as long as I can do it,” she replies. “Which won’t be much longer. It tastes nasty when it’s cold but works just as well.”

“Thankee-sai.”

“One thing for you to think about. You appeared at the statue of Roland and his ka-tet; came to here from nowhere, so you did. Someone who saw called you the second coming of Jason, from The Book of Good Farming. How long will it be before the word gets around that you’re not Jason, but the second coming of Roland Deschain of Gilead?”

Jack is too flabbergasted to reply.

“Especially if you’re seen with this.” She picks up the semiauto, which he has brought out on the porch, wanting to keep it close.

“Keep your finger well away from the trigger, Maeve.”

She gives her mostly toothless smile. “Never fear me. I’ve had this devil-tool for over eighty years and haven’t shot myself with it a single time.” She puts the gun down beside the cup of her magic juice… which, unlike that of Speedy Parker, really is magic. Or so it seems to him.

“There are a few guns in Mejis, the menfolk drove off those murdering teeners with em, but nothing like this one. Aye, some will decide you’re Roland reborn to save us.”

“Not if they don’t see me with it. If Shurf Mose can bring me a docker’s clutch, he can bring me a jacket to cover it.”

Maeve shakes her head slowly. “Mose is a good sheriff, but does he love to gossip? That man’d labhair na cosa—talk the hind legs off a donk. He’ll already have it about that you’re the one I waited for, and I gave you a gun unlike any other in this part of the world. By tomorrow it’ll be told about that it’s one of Roland’s from the long gone—not that little thing but a big iron with the sandalwood grips.”

“I’ll be gone before the town gets up.”

She laughs as though she knows something he doesn’t, then makes to leave.

“One question, sai. Something came into my mind, very strong—”

“A seeing?”

“I don’t know. It came to me in French, although I don’t speak the language.” He took Spanish in high school, because it comes in handy in California. “It made me think of my mother.”

“Franch? Don’t kennit.”

He doesn’t bother correcting her mispronunciation, nor does he tell her he could translate it himself if he had an iPhone, or even a convenience store burner. Too complicated, and he wants sleep. He also wants to know if she knows. No reason why she should, but it seems she knows so much that it’s worth a try.

Very carefully he says the words: Le salaire de la peur.

She asks him to repeat it, and he does. She shakes her head… but is there something in her eyes? Jack is too exhausted to tell. She leaves him with a soft goodnight.
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He wakes in the night and steps out to do the necessary, keeping an eye out for inimical wildlife. He is above the Blasteds now, but at the northern edge of the droplands, so it’s best to pay attention to surroundings even while taking a leak. He hears music and singing from the town’s center. Songs are usually cheerful things, but not these; Mejis is holding an all-night wake for their dead. He hopes they are also mourning Rafe Richardson, but doubts if they are.

His heart stutters in his chest, but only a single time. Jack goes back to the bedroll Maeve has fixed for him, drinks off half of her potion (she was right; it’s nasty when it’s cold), and falls asleep again.
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He wakes while sunrise is just a rumor in the east. He drinks off the rest of Maeve’s potion, and dresses quickly because the screened-in porch is chilly. In the Territories, summer is ending. He goes into the kitchen. The stove is cold. The few scones left are still on the counter, growing stiff. One of Maeve’s canes lies on the floor outside her closed bedroom door. This strikes him as ominous.

She just dropped it and is sleeping in, he tells himself, but in his experience, old people generally don’t sleep in. Weak bladders and creaky bones get them up before the sun. Maeve could be an exception to the general rule, but he doesn’t think so.

He raps softly, and when there’s no answer, he picks up the cane, opens the door partway, and peeks around it. Maeve Quiller is sitting in a straightbacked chair at the foot of her bed. Her eyes are open but filmed over. Her mouth is agape. Jack goes to her and puts a hand on her poor sunken chest. There is no rise and fall. She is holding a folded scrap of paper with his name writ upon it: JACK SAWYER.

He opens it and reads a riddle: The man who’s not a man knows the answer to your questions. May you do well. You are the hope of this world. Mayhap of all worlds. If they call you the second coming of the last gunslinger, mayhap they are right and you the last to know; so it was in your childhood, and so it is now. MAEVE.

He takes the note. He has nothing else for gunna except for the North Central Positronics Glock and, perhaps, the last three or four scones. He kisses Maeve’s cold and radiation-scarred cheek, and decides he can do without a docker’s clutch. His belt and holster are gone, but the janitor’s pants he wore out of America-side have deep pockets. One of those will hold his new gun for the time being. He has work. Jack has no idea how he is supposed to do it—one man with seventeen bullets against a hundred or more well-armed teeners—but he knows he has to try, and not just because that redheaded mini-army may bring about the end of everything. Their leaders, Kinneston and Speckhoffer, left his friend for the wympis. Given what he knows about the legends of the last gunslinger, he thinks Roland would understand what he must do.

Make them pay.
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He slips out the back door, not sure how he will get to Pernil and pick up Mary Klee (assuming she’s still alive), only knowing he should get started before the town awakes.

Except it’s already awake. Several men are standing in the backyard; for all Jack knows, they were there while he was dressing. Maybe deep in the shadows while he was taking a piss in the dark of night. Watching, standing guard. One of them is the man in the corduroy jacket—the one who called him Jason. He murmurs something to one of his companions, who jogs around the side of Maeve’s house. Corduroy Jacket takes a knee. So do the others. They put their loosely fisted hands to their foreheads.

Jack stands there on Maeve’s back stoop, not exactly amazed (it takes a lot to amaze him these days) but certainly bemused. Now others come. Men, women, and children. They were out front, waiting for me. Except for the bedridden, it looks like the whole damn town is here. They kneel and make the hand-to-brow gesture of fealty. There are murmurs of Hile and Him of Out-World, but no one calls him Roland.

At least, not yet.

Shurf Mose comes forward, makes his manners, and holds out a pack in one hand and a docker’s clutch in the other.

“For your journey, sai.”

Jack thanks him. He takes the docker’s and, in the eyes of the entire town, straps it on. When Jack takes the NCP Glock from the pocket of his janitor’s fatigues—no sense hiding it now—he hears a murmur of amazement come from the assembled of Mejis. More whispers of Hile and May’ee do well.

Are they waiting for him to make a speech? Good God, I think they are.

He clears his throat and says, “I was a law officer in my world. I will do what I can to put things right in this one.”

An elderly man begins—slowly, ceremonially—to clap his hands together. The others join in. There are no cheers and no whoops, not even from the scattering of children present. Just that solemn applause.

Jack puts on the pack. It’s heavy, loaded with what those of Mejis would undoubtedly call wittles. Shurf Mose is still standing beside him. In a low voice, Jack says, “Maeve has passed to the clearing.”

“Aye, no surprise there. She was just waitin for’ee.”

Whispering now, Jack says, “Get me the fuck out of here.”
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Jack was enough of an amazement for the folken of Mejis to gather at Maeve Quiller’s tidy little house, and to gasp at the gun now holstered in the docker’s clutch, but only a few hardy souls follow as the sheriff leads Jack to some unspoken destination, and all but one of them fall away at the edge of town. The one who keeps on with them is the man in the corduroy jacket. His name is Joe Hardy. Jack thinks of telling him that in the world he came from, there’s a popular series of detective novels for youngsters about Joe Hardy and his brother Frank.

Jack feels better, but by the time they’ve walked four or five wheels, his legs are sore and his cough is back. Joe Hardy says, “Give over thy packsack, sai.”

Jack does. Willingly. Joe Hardy shrugs it on as if it were filled with feathers instead of food.

“Where are you taking me, Mose?”

“Almost there. Just over this next hill.”

“The Great Road,” Joe Hardy says. “Or what remains of it.”

They breast the hill. On the far side, Jack sees the remains of a wide paved thoroughfare curving away to the hazy southeast, which is, more or less, the direction he needs to go. Weeds—goldenrod, timothy grass, birdberry—push up through broken chunks of paving. At the bottom of the hill, there are several corrugated metal buildings that look to Jack like airplane hangars in an old war movie. The roofs of most have been crushed in, possibly by heavy snow. It rarely snows in Dezi, but here in the northern droplands, they see it for a short time. A twelvah or so.

At the head of the Great Road, a trolley lies askew in a ditch. The windows have been broken. As they approach, Jack sees the name written on the side is Judith. Printed above it in draggling charcoal letters is COCSUKKA. The cable that powered the trolley lies in the crumbling remains of the road like a dead blacksnake. His first thought is that the redheads have done it on their way out of town, but weeds are growing from the trolley’s wheel wells. This vandalism is old.

“Don’t think Judy will do me much of a help,” Jack says.

“Ah, but wait,” Shurf Mose says. “Mayhap something inside that building will.”

One of the few corrugated metal hangars looks whole. The door is rusted shut, but opens with a loud creak when Mose puts his shoulder to it. A colony of large bats fly out. To Jack, their chittering sounds weirdly like words: back and bum and burn. He gives a surprised laugh and looks at Joe.

“Old folks say that bumblers taught the bats to talk,” Joe says. “For their amusement, for billies do enjoy a joke. Back in the long ago.”

“Do you believe it?”

Joe shrugs. “There was magic in them days.”

“There’s magic still,” Jack says, and he never meant anything more. He’s the living proof.
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He wonders again what Maeve meant by the man who’s not a man, the one who will have the answer to his questions. Ah, but he has so many. He’d love one that’s not a riddle wrapped in a mystery.

Mose flicks a switch to the left of the door, and pallid light streams down from a few of the hanging fixtures.

“More of these sparklights worked when I was a boy,” Mose says. “Soon they’ll all be out.”

“The world has moved on,” Joe Hardy says, and taps the center of his forehead three times.

Ranked in the center of the room are a few cartomobiles. Some look like America-side delivery vans; others are high-sided wagons, some with moldering bags of who-knows-what in their beds. Joe Hardy is looking around with his mouth agape.

“Do any of these work?” Jack asks.

“We’ll find out,” Mose says. He goes to each one and flicks the power switches. One of them shows a line of guttering lights along its dashboard, but they go out after a few seconds. Mose looks at Jack with embarrassment and disgust. “I was sure one of these would still go. That’s why I brought you out here. If a cartomobile carried you as far as Hemphill, you might find a working trolley. The Great Road takes a long curve.” He describes a C-shape with one finger. “If it’s Pernil you want to go to, this road will take’ee there. First Hemphill, then Kingstown, then Stark’s Crossing, finally Pernil. Looks like you may have to hoof it, though… unless you can just appear there, the way you appeared at the statue of Roland’s tet.”

Jack thinks, I could try it, but won’t take the chance. I think I might wind up on that sunken plain, being pulled through the stony rubble of the Devils Tower and then into the Gullet. Or back in the hospital, having to do with Handler.

“Don’t dare,” he says, then spies something in the corner. “What’s that over there?”

It turns out to be a kind of three-wheel scooter with a wire basket in front. It’s been painted dark brown, which Jack thinks must be the preferred paintjob of military vehicles in all the worlds. The handlebars are thick with cobwebs.

“That’s no good to’ee,” Shurf Mose says. “Dead as Maeve, may she rest well.”

Jack isn’t so sure. All he knows is that when he saw it there in its shadowy corner, some interior needle came to life and swung all the way over. Not Peter Parker’s Spidey-sense but Jack Sawyer’s Talisman-sense.

He sits on the narrow seat meant for the driver, and flicks a switch labeled IGNIS. A green light comes on. Below it, in a small glass panel, the number 91 appears. He beckons Mose and Joe over and points to the panel. “Is that how much the battery is charged? To ninety-one percent?” Percent comes out in English.

Mose shrugs

Joe Hardy says, “You take a three-wheeler jizado on that busted-up road, you’re begging to go crash-a-tumble and split your head open.”

“Never in life,” Jack says (more bravely than he feels).

There’s a sliding switch next to IGNIS. He pushes it. The scooter bolts ahead and hits the corrugated metal wall with a gonging sound. Jack somersaults over the handlebars, hits the wall with his shoulder, and falls to the dusty floor.

He sees Mose and Joe looking down at him and begins to laugh. What else is there to do? Nothing, it seems, because they join him.
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They push the scooter out and over to the Great Road. It’s surprisingly heavy. Jack supposes most of that weight must be battery… which is why the scooter works and the cartomobiles don’t.

“Do’ee really mean to ride it?” Mose asks. It’s not a question but an expression of doubt.

“Yes.” Jack slings the pack into the wire basket in front of the scooter. “I have to get to Pernil. I have a friend there.” Mary isn’t actually a friend, a moderate pain in the ass is what she is, but he understands that she is a part of his tet. Assuming she’s still alive, and he thinks he would know if she was not.

“Then to Dezi?” Mose says it Dezzy instead of Dez-I.

“Yes.”

“Why, if your job is the Gash?”

“My job is also the dinhs of the redheads who are rampaging. Those two and the Gullet are entwined.”

“There are wolves out there,” Mose says, waving his arm at the slope and the many wheels beyond it—not the pleasant greensward of the true Drop, but all rocks and rubble and weeds. “Real wolves, the kind that run on four legs, not the ones who keep their herds.”

“And half-men, so I’ve heard,” Joe adds.

“You mean Slow Mutants?”

“Muties, aye.”

“If you mean to go,” Shurf Mose says, “you had better get on. It’s all open country until Hemphill, and you’ll want to be under cover—in a house, do’ee ken—when dark comes.”

“There may be wompies,” Joe says. “I’ve heard of such.”

Jack thinks, Wompies, wympis, vampires. Gorge, Gullet, Gash. Many names for trouble.

“I’ll try to get in touch with Freel Ginley,” Mose says. “Folks in Hemphill call him the Mayor. He’ll put you up if he’s there. By which I mean, if the redheads gave Hemphill a miss. They may have. It’s just a village.”

“Do you mean to call this Ginley on the telephone?” Jack asks. The township of Dezi thinks of itself as modern and forward-looking, but although there are phones, none of them work.

“Nah, phone lines are down Hemphill way.”

“Because of the redheads?”

Mose shakes his head. “They went down long before those hoolygans were thought of. Came apart on the Bluffs—you’ll see em, the Bluffs are hard to miss—and no one has been out to reconnect them. I’ll try to message the Mayor by helio. If the hoolygans didn’t knock em all down.” He points to one that’s still standing on its high pole, gleaming in the sun. “They may have gotten tired of doin helios when there’s so much else to destroy.”

Jack flicks the IGNIS switch, swings a leg over the scooter’s seat, and grabs the handlebars. Looks with distrust at the shambles of the so-called Great Road, then at Shurf Mose and Joe.

“Thank you both.”

Mose nods and says, “Fare you well.”

Joe Hardy drops to one knee and finally says it: “Hile, gunslinger.”

“Don’t call me that,” Jack says. He’s thinking of an editorial in the Los Angeles Times, which called some LAPD blues “trigger-happy gunslingers” after the officer-involved shooting of an eleven-year-old boy. As usual, the editorial neglected to mention the six cops killed by gunfire, hit by cars, or killed while trying to rescue citizens during the same year.

Hardy just gives a sideways grin—rather sly—and cocks a thumb at the semiauto in the docker’s clutch. And with the gun hanging right there in easy reach, Jack supposes it’s pointless to argue.

“Hang tight, guys,” Jack says, unaware he’s spoken in English until he sees Shurf Mose’s frown. “Stay safe is what I mean. And keep an eye out for redheaded peckerwoods. They might decide to sweep back your way. Always safe, never sorry.”

Mose nods. “A good saying.”

Jack doesn’t really believe the redheads will return. There are peaceful communities around the hook shape of the Clean Sea, Dezi among them. Fat targets just waiting to be sacked by heavily armed Mid-World Huns. Meanwhile, the Gullet will continue to grow. The Gash is the final refuge of the Crimson King, Maeve said. He still means to destroy Mid-World as his physical body was destroyed. If he can’t rule, he will bring Discordia and rule that.

“All right, boys. See you further down the dusty trail.” He means it as a joke, but it comes out with surprising resonance.

He settles his backpack, into which he has put Sophie’s book for safekeeping. He pushes the scooter’s slide switch more carefully this time, but still almost tumbles off the back when the scooter springs forward. There are potholes and frost-heaved chunks of pavement, each one a potential neckbreaker, so he heads down the Great Road looking ahead instead of back.

But they’re tapping their foreheads and waving.

He knows this, so he risks letting go of one of the handlebars long enough to wave back.
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By noon Jack is wishing he had more of Maeve Quiller’s potion. His back hurts, his neck is a frozen fire, and the muscles in his thighs are trembling with exhaustion. He would give just about anything for Mrs. Talbot’s comfy driver’s seat, with or without jokes. He slaloms between potholes and patches of broken pavement and pushes the scooter across the washouts he can’t skirt. He stops briefly to eat popkins and drink Nozz-A-La from the pack Shurf Mose provided, but doesn’t dare stop for long. He doesn’t think there are wympis, because there are no mines where they can hide from the sun, but wolves that run on four legs, and half-men, also known as Slow Mutants? Those strike him as extremely possible, and he would like to save his ammunition as long as he can.

Assuming they fire at all, he thinks, and pulls over to the side of the road. It’s not traffic he’s worried about, but the paving is smoother there. He doesn’t want to waste one of his bullets, but better to know now than later, when he needs the Glock to work. He points the pistol at the wasteland, turns his face away to protect his eyes in case of an explosion, and pulls the trigger. There’s a satisfying bang, which echoes back to him.

All right, good to go. Sixteen left.
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He does well until about three o’clock, and then his attention wavers. He sees a huge bird riding the thermals overhead, and thinks, That plunja is as big as a pterodactyl. I hope it doesn’t decide to divebomb m—

His thought ends when the scooter plunges into a three-foot-wide crack in the pavement. For the second time that day, Jack goes flying over the handlebars. He puts out his hands to cushion the landing but still bonks his head a damned good one. The world wavers away to a shadow of its former self. His bell has been rung right and proper, and as he crawls to the side of the Great Road with his hair hanging in his face, he thinks of Hardy saying You take that jizado on that busted-up road, you’re begging to go crash and split your head open.

“And so I did, Joe,” Jack says. His voice comes to him from a great distance. If Joe Hardy were here, he would undoubtedly say I told you so.

Jack sits up. There is a rippling sound, like canvas sails in a stiff breeze. A shadow falls over him and there’s a foul smell, like the monkeyhouse in the Brooklyn Zoo. The prehistoric bird that caused his crash has landed fifteen or twenty yards away. It’s looking at Jack with bright eyes that might indicate curiosity or hunger. It’s a plunja, but it’s the size of one of the non-working cartomobiles in the Mejis hangar. Its yellow talons, each the size of Jack’s head, are gripping heaved-up chunks of the roadstead. It opens its beak and makes a graaahhh sound. The stink of its breath is horrible.

“Graaahhh yourself,” Jack says. He picks up a chunk of pavement and throws it at the oversized plunja, hoping it won’t decide to attack and force him to use one of his bullets.

Instead of coming at him, the bird gets itself into the air, membranous wings flapping and inundating Jack with a stink so strong it makes him dry-heave.

He wipes blood off his forehead and staggers to his feet. Good job saving the world, Jack. Fucking good job.

He picks up swatches of grass from the roadside and sticks them on his scalp laceration like a poultice, hoping the stuff won’t poison him; that would be a perfect end to a perfect goddam day.

He pulls the scooter out of the crack and back onto the highway, hoping against hope… but it’s a lost cause. The handlebars have been wrenched all the way around, and although the battery still works and proclaims he has seventy-seven percent power, both tires are shredded and flat. A tinny robo-voice proclaims that maintenance is needed.

“No shit,” he says, and lets the scooter crash on its side like a dead pony. Here he stands with the predicted split head, a swatch of bloody grass riding his scalp like a weird hat, and chilly dampness seeping through his shirt. He unships his pack, looks inside, and sees one of the remaining bottles of Nozz-A-La has broken. It’s soaking the rest of his food.

“Boy, that’s perfect. Just perfect.”

Sophie’s book is damp but mostly okay because he wrapped it in a hand towel from Maeve’s water-closet. After examining it, he puts it back in his pocket. He spreads out what can be saved—popkins, crackers, a joint of salted meat—on the grass to dry. It looks like he’ll be spending the night in the open, after all.

As it turns out, that’s not necessary.
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Scalp wounds bleed a lot. Jack has observed this many times as a cop and now has personal experience. By the time he has lined the backpack with dry grass and re-stowed his gunna, the janitor’s shirt he wore out of Taylor City is stiff and reeking with half a pint of blood. Still, there’s a bright side; the scalp wound finally quits oozing. He stands up and starts walking, light-headed at first and not quite able to manage a straight line. He’s not sorry to be leaving the three-wheeler behind. It was a deathtrap waiting to be sprung; he’s lucky he didn’t break his neck. The big bird that caused all the trouble circles overhead, perhaps hoping that the hume below it will fall down dead and make an easy meal.

There are wires crisscrossing the road, the thickest probably meant to provide power to trolleys like Judith and Winola, the others meant for sparklights and “telly phones.” They are strung from poles, some of which have fallen over. Rocky outcroppings begin to rise on both sides of the road—the bluffs Shurf Mose told him about. The big plunja flaps down on one and stares at Jack. He’s never been so sore and dispirited.

Never? What about your time working for Smokey Updike?

“I didn’t work for him,” Jack croaks. He is fiercely thirsty. “I was enslaved by him.”

Of course being shot by Wanda Kinderling was terrible and losing Sophie was even worse. And yet his time at the Tap

(Jack! Run me out a keg!)

was uniquely awful. He was a runaway child who had no real experience of being abused. Of being alone. Of being on his own.

He’s laboring to the top of a steep rise when the plunja leaves its perch and flaps overhead in a series of diminishing circles. Jack spies a rust-clotted sign that might say HEMPHILL. This gives him some cause for hope, assuming Hemphill isn’t still forty wheels distant. He’s watching where he steps, not wanting to finish this splendid day by spraining his ankle, when the bird gives a triumphant cry and shits dead center on Jack’s head.

“Wonderful,” he says, wiping away a mixture of warm guano and clotted blood. “Isn’t this just… fucking… wonderful. Now come to Papa.” He draws the Glock and points it at the bird. It gives another hoarse cry and banks away before Jack can pull the trigger. As if it knew what the hume groundling wanted to do. Maybe it did.

Jack slides the gun back into the docker’s clutch and plods on. It’s still a few hours until sunset, but the bluffs on both sides block out the sun and most of the sky, making the broken road especially gloomy.

Salaire, he thinks. De la peur, he thinks.

The salary of poor people? Is that what it means?

His mother laughs at him and calls him a foolish boy. From behind him, Sophie joins in.

He has no idea how far ahead Hemphill lies, but knows Pernil will be even farther, and by the time he gets back to Dezi, the army of redheads will have come and gone, doing God knows how much damage. He doesn’t much care what they do to Youngblood, but there are plenty of people in the seacoast town that Jack cares for—fisherfolk and carpenters, drop-riders, the eccentric town crier Hesh Marten, Teacher Ratcliffe, plump and kindly Petrella Connow, proprietor of Caiden’s Candies and seller of the green chocolate men Pay and Mary called ETs. Thinking of Pay makes him think of George Elgin and Larry Magruder, aka the Spinner. He doesn’t love those guys, but neither does he wish Payton’s fate upon them. He doesn’t even like the idea of the BK’s loony woman of all work, Buzzy the Duster, falling afoul of the redheads. Ayden Hestin, the baldy who looks like Harlan Coben, him they could have.

Kinneston and Speckhoffer may be leading the killers; they may have gone back to the Gullet, perhaps even back to America-side. Thinking of what damage they could do over there gives Jack a chill. You wouldn’t think they’d return to Nebraska, not with every cop in the Midwest on the lookout for them, but crazy people are gonna crazy.

Jack breasts the rise and is halfway down the other side, watching his footing and thinking about all the people he’s come to know and like in Dezi—his home folks—when he sees a large yellow bus parked half a mile further on. Sitting in front of it in a thronelike red easy chair is the largest man Jack has ever seen, a six-hundred-pounder at the very least. When he sees Jack looking at him, he raises one hand and waves it slowly, regally, back and forth. He’s wearing a vast blue singlet. Huge rolls of flesh jiggle as he waves.

A few young men come out of the bus and surround their leader as he gets to his feet. The young men stand alert to catch him if he falls. He doesn’t, although he sways, arms out, until he catches his balance. It’s an oddly graceful move that makes Jack think of the dancing elephants in Fantasia. The big man is wearing a voluminous robe with an acre of red sash around his middle. He can’t take a knee, but as Jack approaches, he puts a fist to his forehead.

“Hile, you of Out-World.” His voice is a pleasant baritone. “I am Freel Ginley. Folks call me the Mayor.”

“I’ll call you anything you like if I can get something to drink and sit my ass down in yonder bus. Does it run?”

“Well, it didn’t get out here by magic. We drove out to meet you. Didn’t we, boys?”

The “boys,” who look like they’re in their twenties, murmur assent. They look at Jack with wide eyes.

“Destry said you’d come and here y’be,” Ginley says, “only his message didn’t say you’d look like something that escaped a slaughterhouse.”

“I had an accident.”

One of Ginley’s boys hands Jack a ceramic jug. Jack upends it and drinks enough cold water to plant a spike in his forehead.

“Thankee-sai.”

“May it do you well,” the young man says.

With his thirst slaked, Jack asks if Destry got in touch with the Mayor by helio.

“Aye, there’s a line of helios on the bluffs. Safe from the rampagers. They go all the way north to Far Desoy, before the Endless Snows start. Stand back, sai, I wouldn’t want to fall on you as I embark Rebecca. That wouldn’t be much of a welcome.”

The young men assist Mayor Ginley into the bus, a task with which they are plainly familiar. One of them bends down and plants his hands on the cheeks of that enormous ass; two more haul on his arms. Jack is reminded of men getting a stuck pickup truck out of the sand. Ginley collapses into a double-wide seat at the front, panting for breath but smiling cheerily. The bus rocks on its springs. “If I put on another hundredweight, they’ll have to crank me into this bus with a chainfall,” Ginley says, and laughs.

One of the boys brings the Mayor a platter of fruit and sliced meat. Ginley offers it to Jack and tells him to dig in, dig in. Jack is happy to do so. The fruit, a kind of Territories apple, is delicious.

One of Ginley’s boys squeezes between the Mayor’s elephantine thighs, bends over the dashboard, and says, “Hemphill, Rebecca.” Immediately the bus begins to reverse between the bluffs, and at a good speed—maybe thirty miles an hour. Unlike the scooter, there’s no jerk and no clatter, just a sleepy hum. Jack knows that some of the equipment built by the Old People still works—the trolleys, the scooter, robo emergency vehicles—but riding in Rebecca is like riding in a limousine. His seat across from the Mayor is so comfortable that he could cry.

“Did Shurf Mose tell you why I’m here?”

“Nah, just that you were coming. He tried to send more news, but it was salad. Helio is useful, but on days like today, when the sun comes and goes, it’s very slow and the messages tend to be garbled.”

The bus is picking up even more speed, and Jack finds the rapid reverse motion disorienting. Not to mention the agile way the bus avoids potholes and washouts, possibly by some kind of radar.

“There’s trouble in the land, I don’t need helio to tell me that much,” Ginley says. “When a gunslinger appears, there’s always trouble.”

Jack thinks of telling him he’s not a gunslinger, but with the Glock hanging by his left side, he doubts the denial would have much force.

“Is there trouble in Hemphill?”

“Nah, nah, all’s quiet in my little town. Why would a bunch of hooraw boys bother us, anyway? We’re little more than a village and the teen sickness gave us a miss. Tell me what you know, sai. If you will.”

Jack tells him about Kinneston and Speckhoffer, the outlanders. How the Gullet has created a small army, and how that army swept through Riven and Pernil. “They could have done more damage in Mejis, but the townsfolk fought back. They weren’t expecting that.”

“Drove em out, did they?” Ginley brings a fist down on one of his thighs, which shakes like jelly. “Aye, good for them!”

Jack has an idea that if Kinneston and Speckhoffer’s little army had wanted to destroy Mejis, it would have been destroyed. He thinks of his mother saying, They had other fish to fry, Jack-O. Other oats to roll.

“I don’t suppose you have a cartomobile? Or a trolley that goes to Pernil?”

“Oh, we might be able to do a moit better’n that.”

“One of my tet is still in Pernil. If she’s still alive, that is.”

“Serious business, then.”

“Serious as a heart attack.”

“Never in life say such to a man my size!” the Mayor tells him and pats his chest. Then he bursts into goodnatured laughter. Jack joins in—sore feet, split scalp, birdshitty head, and all.



7

A three-quarter moon is gilding Hemphill with its fragile fairy light. Although exhausted, Jack can’t help but be charmed by its church steeple, its small cluster of houses, and the tiny town center, which consists of a store, a public house, and the town meeting hall. In the moonlight Hemphill looks like a Vermont village in a perfectly composed picture postcard. On the outskirts is a garage festooned with antennas and a gigantic helio mirror. In front of it are several more yellow buses.

“Some still work,” Mayor Ginley says. “Hemphill used to be a depot and repair station for all sorts of vehicles. That was its only reason for being. There are trolleys behind the garage, but none of them run these days; the one that ran between Pernil and Mejis was the last. Do you still have such in Dezi?”

“Two. One to Pernil and one to Mejis. The Pernil trolley was called Winola.”

“We have three buses—Katrina, Ellen, and good old Becky!” He slaps the armrest of his double-wide chair. “The rest have stopped working. For you we have a Binny Ding. Do’ee ken Binny Ding?”

“Are you kidding? Yes!”

“That’s fine, then. We don’t have a bone-cracker in Hemphill, ours went into the clearing long since, but there’s a young lady who assists with births and broken bones and all suchlike. She’ll clean that scalp so it doesn’t get infected. And be nice to her, Jack of Out-World, because she just happens to be my daughter.”

“I should wash my hair first,” Jack says. “A bird shit on my head. A big one.”

Ginley looks at him, thunderstruck, then starts laughing again. His boys join in. Jack adds his to theirs.
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Rebecca rolls to a stop in front of a large house—not quite a mansion—a few doors down from the meeting hall. The “boys” (some with streaks of gray in their hair) assist Freel Ginley from the bus, a more complicated process than getting him on, but he’s finally safe and sound on terra firma. One of the boys hands him a cane that glows a phosphorescent green when the Mayor puts his weight on it. Jack is startled when the cane speaks: “I serve you now, Mayor!”

The big man sees Jack’s expression and shrugs. “When I was younger, this thing was quite chatty. Now it rarely says more than what you just heard.” And before Jack can respond, the Mayor turns with surprising agility and cries, “Dear ones! I hope you held supper, for we have an honorable guest!”

Two women are on the porch that wraps around the Mayor’s house. One, the older, is big. The younger one, who must be the Mayor’s daughter, is enormous. Both are wearing flower-print dresses, and the younger one is topped by the biggest jug hat Jack has ever seen. The hatband throws off random flashes of light.

The two women descend the porch steps, which must have been specially reinforced to take the combined weight of such behemoths. They are both screaming—there’s really no other word for it—Daddy and Daddy’s home. Mother and daughter surround the Mayor and sway back and forth in an ecstasy of devotion.

Jack thinks, You’d believe he’d been gone for a year, like some ship’s captain on an old-time whaling vessel. But it’s hard not to enjoy their affection… which, like their size, is overwhelming. Jack has to believe that their group hug must top half a ton.

Ginley looks around, graying hair tousled, the hanging dewlaps of his cheeks flushed. “Jack Sawyer, please meet my wife, Gwen, and my daughter, Lilith.”

Jack drops to one knee and taps his forehead three times. “Long days and pleasant nights, you women of Hemphill and House Ginley.”

“So polite he is,” Lilith says. She’s looking at Jack with bright, interested eyes. “And a moit handsome, too!”

That makes Mom play-swat her daughter’s shoulder. Then they collapse into each other’s arms, giggling. Even tired and sore, he can’t help being charmed all over again. The Mayor’s boys are grinning. There’s a sense of love and camaraderie here. Jack tells himself not to be seduced by it, then asks himself Why not?

“I have my boys,” Mayor Freel Ginley says, “and then I have my girls. Asked to choose between them, I choose the girls!” Which occasions more screams of laughter and another group hug.
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The smell of fresh food on the table—not popkins soaked in Nozz-A-La but a roasted turkey, mashed potatoes, gravy, greens, and cranberry dressing—makes Jack almost weak with hunger, but when he starts drifting toward the loaded table as if hypnotized, Lilith grabs his arm. “Nah, nah, you’ll eat your fill, but first we need to clean you up.”

She takes him into a room that’s obviously the Mayor’s study, brings a stool from the kitchen, and sits him down on it. There’s both a lantern and a gooseneck sparklight on Ginley’s desk. She flicks the switch on the gooseneck several times, says a bad word, and the light comes on.

“Magic,” Jack says.

“Magic that won’t last much longer,” she says, and trains the light on his scalp. Her shadow on the wall is huge.

“I love your hat,” he tells her, just for something to say.

“Twas my granther’s. I wear it to remember him. Oh dear, this is a nasty scrape. And your shirt! Oh my Gan and Ganley!” She bends close, breasts pushing into his back, and whispers, “Don’t you tell my Daddy I blasphemed the name of Him who animates the Tower and powers the Beams.”

“Never in life,” Jack says.

“I hope you weren’t partial to that shirt, because it’s run its course. Take it off. We’ll find you summat to wear.”

He takes off the dark green Dickies shirt and drops it beside the stool. She leans over him again and does something unexpected: strokes a light fingertip across his nipple, making it harden. Sophie often used to do the same thing before their lovemaking.

“So smooth,” she whispers in his ear, and he feels himself harden—not a willed thing, simply a response to her soft breath. He sits up straighter. She removes her hand and when she says, “We’ll need hot water, and I think it’s going to sting,” she sounds businesslike again.

And does Jack wonder what it would be like to bed a woman of her size? Of course he does. Why ask a question to which you know the answer?
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Lilith said it would sting, and although she is as gentle as she can be, it stings plenty. Jack nonetheless relishes the burn. The last thing he wants is another bout of sickness.

“Will you bandage it, ma’am?”

She considers, hands on her battleship hips, then shakes her head. “Better to let it breathe, I wot. The cut would have healed on its own, but the shit-spend of those birds is poison. Was it a plunja?”

“Yes. Biggest I’ve ever seen.”

“I think I got it clean, but I’ll wash it again in the morning.” She touches the scar left by Wanda Kinderling’s bullet. “And this scar! Amazed it didn’t kill thee!”

“It almost did, but you know what they say—close only counts in horseshoes.”

“What of horseshoes?” She’s frowning.

“A game. Never mind.”

She touches the scar again—not quite a caress—and Jack gives an involuntary shiver.

“Thee’s ticklish,” she says, and smiles. Then, once again, she’s all business. “I’ll get a shirt from one of the boys. You’d well-nigh drown in one of my father’s.”
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They eat a huge Thanksgiving-style meal. The Mayor’s family and Jack are seated in the dining room, the Mayor’s boys—nine of them, some wearing jug hats and all wearing drop-riders’ pantaloons—on the wraparound porch. There’s a lot of laughter and no talk about the army of redheads that hoorawed Mejis. Jack finds himself thinking of how little disaster in one part of the world matters to parts where all remains well, bad luck being very much a matter of proximity. Jack could have told them that this disaster was ongoing. The redheads might or might not come to Hemphill, but southwest of Mejis and Pernil, the Gullet is growing, and its pull is strengthening. Jack doesn’t know if that rip is the final refuge of the Crimson King, evicted from the Dark Tower long ago (or so the old stories say), but what good would it do to ruin a happy occasion like this meal with stories of what these cheerful and well-meaning folk could do nothing about?

“Your Binny’s parked behind the house,” Mayor Ginley says. “Charged and packed and ready to go. We’re a little bit out of the way here—probably a blessing, if even half of what you say is true—but Gladstone Passway, our main street, rejoins the Great Road two wheels down. When you’re ready to go, it will be ready for you.”

“Big thanks, Mayor.”

“Stay another day and night, if it does ya,” Gwen Ginley says. “You’ll feel better for the rest.”

“Do stay, say you will,” Lilith adds in a coaxing little-girl voice.

“Another time,” Jack says. “My business won’t wait. I have to find my friend, if she’s still alive.” Mary’s more of a ka-maiI than a friend, but she was Pay’s friend, and that matters. Also—as his old friend Richard Sloat would have said—she has skills.

Jack passes on beer during the meal and a golden after-dinner wine, but he has two helpings of the cold and creamy dessert Gwen serves up. Although his legs are sore from a day on the road, he makes it upstairs to the guest room unassisted.

“The bunkroom where your boys put down their rolls would be good enough for me,” Jack tells the Mayor’s wife.

“Nah, nah, there’ll be no bunkroom for the Shadow Queen’s consort,” Gwen says. She’s preceding him up the stairs, extremely large buttocks flexing, and he can only hope that if she has a seizure or a heart attack, she’ll fall forward; if she tumbled backward, he’d be crushed.

“She wasn’t my consort, and I wasn’t hers. As the old kiddie rhyme says, we were man and wife, wed for life.”

Gwen turns at the top of the stairs. “Did I give offense? If so, I cry your pardon.”

“Not at all. How do you know about my relationship with Sophie?”

“From Lily. She keeps up on all sorts of doins. Bit of a gossip, she is, but Freel won’t gig her about it, she’s the apple of his eye, and does she listen to me? Never in life! Any news, she’s like a plunja with a shiny thing. Has to pick at it with her beak, don’t ya see.”

Jack does see. He guesses that if Lily was on America-side, she’d be all Instagram, Bluesky, and selfies. Maybe even, Gan save us, a social influencer. He missed all that crap in his teenage years, and he’s not sorry.

The room is pleasant enough, although the sparklights don’t work. Gwen brings him a lantern, a pitcher of water, and a towel. “Are ye good?” Gwen asks. “New shirt fits all right?”

Jack nods, vaguely relieved that she hasn’t slipped into the more serious thee-and-thou forms of address. He tells her he’s very good, indeed.

She sniffs. “Stale air, do’ya. This room hasn’t been used in a long time. It was my son’s. We’re a family of fatties, sai Sawyer—”

“Let me be Jack to you, ma’am.”

“So you say and so twill be, and I’m Gwen, or Gwennie. We’re a family of fatties, but my son Ulrich was as slim as a shadow. A good boy, a lovely boy. He went to join the Wolfs. They’re his tet now. He used to come back regular… then seldom… these last few Wide Earths, not at all.”

“I’m sorry,” Jack says, and he is. Gwen doesn’t cry, but she looks so sad.

She throws open a door which gives on a balcony. Jack didn’t think the air in Ulrich Ginley’s room smelled especially stale… but then fresh air blows in, lifting the curtains lazily.

“That balcony gives a view Ulrich used to enjoy of a morning,” she says. “All mountains and woods.” This far north, the high ground is forested. “Do you think if I’d blocked the view—bricked it up, as you might say—he would have kep to home instead of taking the change and going to be a sheepkeeper?”

Jack thinks of telling her that he once had a friend who was one of those sheepkeepers, and that he, Jack, was the herd. That Wolf was the best and most loyal friend Jack ever had. Would she understand? She might, but it’s late (or seems so to him), he’s sore, and his scalp throbs.

“Close the door if the room gets too cool for ya, Jack, and mind your head if you go out—you’re tall, and it’s been damaged enough. There’s a jakes at the end o’ the hall, but if you need to piss, go on and do it from the balcony. Just don’t water your Binny down there, do ya not.”

He flexes a knee and puts his fist to his brow.

“Nah, nah, no salute for the likes o’ me. Sleep well.”

She leaves. Jack sits on the bed, feels a lump on his backside, and takes out Sophie’s book. His head is throbbing, but he thinks if he reads for awhile, he might be able to sleep. And in the pages of this book, Sophie is still alive.
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Sometimes you wake me from nightmares, Sophie. Because I wake you with moans and—sometimes—screams. I offered to sleep in another room and you told me, “Never in life. I want my face to be the first thing you see when you come back from those terrible places.”

You are my safe place, Sophie. Always and forever.

Terrible things happened to me as a child in what I then called the Territories, but the worst things happened on America-side. Some of my nightmares have to do with the Oatley Tap. The road hadn’t hardened me then. In Oatley I was just a runaway boy who missed his mother so much he cried himself to sleep at night.

The star of my Oatley nightmares is Smokey Updike, who put me to work and threatened to hand me over to a cop named Digger Atwell, who had a taste for boys. Sitting on a keg of beer, narrow paper hat tilted over one eye, he’d say, “So don’t try to run away, Jack. Not until I’m done with you.”

I escaped Smokey and the Tap by flipping into the Territories. I met my friend Wolf in the Territories, and here’s both the irony and the echo, my love: Wolf and I ended up in a place that was just as terrible. It was called the Sunlight Gardener Scripture Home for Wayward Boys. It was owned and operated by the Reverend Robert “Sunlight” Gardener… who turned out to be an associate of Morgan Sloat. We were in an echo chamber even then, and didn’t know it!

I escaped from the Sunlight Home. Wolf didn’t. He died there. Those are bad memories, but in some ways the worst ones are of Thayer School in Indiana, where I went to find my friend Richard Sloat, sometimes known as Rational Richard. Because Morgan Sloat’s son, although not a bad fellow, refused to believe what was happening.

You know about thinnies, Sophie—places like Eyebolt Canyon, places like so-called “speaking rings,” where some sort of temporal eddy has worn away the borders between the worlds. That happened at Thayer School. Things sideslipped. It started with Richard’s basketball coach. He was replaced by a slump-shouldered, chain-smoking, biker jacket–wearing were-creature. One by one, Richard’s classmates were also replaced by their Twinners from the Territories… and possibly from other worlds than these. What made them especially awful was that Richard recognized them as they once were.

The well-groomed and carefully tended campus became a muddy quagmire. The buildings’ walls grew brown fungus that hatched waxy-white maggots. All of these things happened because Morgan Sloat—and his Twinner, Morgan of Orris—wanted his son to turn me over to his creatures.

Could Sloat have just sent in his mutants—his manimals—and taken me? I have considered this question often after waking from my nightmares, long after you have gone back to sleep, Sophie. Could my father’s old partner—my father’s murderer—have just kidnapped me? I hate to think of that, because it would mean Morgan wanted to drive his own son insane by forcing him to see a world Rational Richard Sloat could not believe in, what we used to call “Seabrook Island stuff”—our code term for the Territories back when we counted our ages in single digits.

Why would Morgan do that? The only reason I can think of was that Richard, like me, was single-natured and might pose a threat if he grew to manhood and decided to defy his father, something that became increasingly likely the longer he remained my friend.

I’m convinced that what happened on the Thayer campus was dangerous, not just to us but to Mid-World and quite possibly all worlds. Morgan was drunk with power and thus unable to see the consequences of his actions. I think the changes in the Thayer campus were an assault on the two remaining Beams that keep Mid-World and all worlds separate. When the Crimson King destroyed the other Beams, the worlds began to merge—to run together like different colors and textures of paint. Morgan was doing something like that at his son’s school, but for no reason other than to break his son’s mind, perhaps ultimately drive him to suicide. Don’t want to believe that… but I do. Morgan and his Twinner, like most despots and despot wannabes, were essentially stupid. If we hadn’t escaped by flipping, I think those two might have
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Jack reads the last words aloud: “… destroyed all of existence as we knew it.”

What he’s written is a little jumbled, he realizes that. The Oatley Tap blending into the Sunlight Home (which he could never bear to write about in detail), blending into the prep school Richard attended. He didn’t explain the Beams because Sophie knew about them, and she never pressed him for more about his memories of America-side. He’s almost reached the end of what he has written; two more pages, and the rest are blank.

His purpose is accomplished; he thinks he can sleep.

He puts the book—Sophie’s book—on the bedside table. He turns out the sparklight and lies back. A cool breeze comes in through the balcony door and caresses his body. He drifts off and dreams of Dezi. He dreams of Sophie. He dreams of their bedroom and her shadow.
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Her shadow is cast by moonlight on the wall and it’s not Sophie’s. Before he can come fully awake, Lilith Ginley lands on him like a truck falling off a jack. She is a vast pallid wriggling form, her huge breasts encasing his head on the left and right, blocking his ears with flesh. He gasps for breath, but she’s heavy, my Gan and Ganley, so heavy.

He pushes with all his strength, and she rocks to the left just enough for him to gasp in a breath, and then she’s on top of him again, wiggling her hips and coaxing an involuntary erection. It must be involuntary, because she’s smothering him.

Jack bucks his hips as hard as he can: not coitus but protest. She shifts to the left, and that side of the bed gives way beneath her weight, the wooden frame splintering as loud as a shotgun blast and turning what was straight all aslant. In the moonlight he sees a nightmarish vision: Lilith Ginley, stark naked except for her jug hat. It bobs on her head like a Dezi dinghy in a heavy swell.

And she’s streaked with blood. No, not streaked; splattered with it. Her forearms wear blood ballroom gloves. There’s something in her hand, something sharp. It gleams in the chancy moonlight. She puts it to his throat, the tip coaxing a bead of blood which runs down his neck to the pillow.

“I’d fuck thee first,” she whispers, and he smells a bitter peach aroma. It’s not perfume; it’s her breath. “They call it the little death. You will have the rare experience…” She grasps his cock, which is stubbornly erect. “… of coming and going at the same time.”

There’s a rumpus from downstairs—muttered voices and a low cry. Something breaks. A strange thought comes to Jack as Lilith claws her way up the slanted bed and plants herself on top of him again, a bloated spiderwoman crushing him with her weight: Some of the Mayor’s boys were wearing jug hats. Just like the one she’s wearing now. I guess the disease Kinneston and Speckhoffer brought with them didn’t miss Hemphill after all.

The knifepoint momentarily leaves his throat as she spreads her elephantine thighs to better frig against his idiotically aroused dick. The half-broke bed groans and collapses. It’s his one chance and he takes it, seizing her wrist, sinking his nails in until they spring blood, twisting her hand away from him. She snarls deep in her throat and brings one vast slab of a thigh down on his jutting cock, finally deflating it. He grasps the head of the bed with one hand and rolls on top of her. There’s plenty of muscle under her flab and she fights for control of the knife, which looks like the one the Mayor used to carve the turkey. She knocks him aside and now she’s on top again, her hair bulging out of the crown of her drop-rider’s hat. He glimpses her pallid, moony face. The knife turns toward him. He darts his head forward—the only part of him that can move with her bulk overriding him—and sinks his teeth into her hand. She screams and tries to pull back. The bed’s footboard gives way and clatters to the floor. From below comes the muted sound of… laughter? Is it laughter? It is, but he can’t deal with that now. She seems to be in the throes of an orgasm that was only supposed to happen as she cut his throat. Her eyes roll from side to side in their sockets, as if seeking something in the shadows. Jack’s midsection is deluged in warm liquid, and his first thought is all panicky childhood: I’ve wet the bed. But this isn’t piss; there’s far too much. He plants his palms on her gigantic breasts and pushes with all his strength, remembering how the Mayor’s boy pushed on Ginley’s enormous buttocks to get him on the bus. Jack succeeds in rolling her onto her side. The hilt of the knife is sticking out of the great curve of her belly just above her navel. He has no idea how it got there. Blood is gushing out of her, soaking the sheet and the coverlet.

“You’ll die,” she whispers. “Die in this house, you… you meddler.”

He pulls off her hat and casts it aside, knowing what he’ll find but having to see for himself. Her hair is red. Birdberry red.

One of Ginley’s “boys” calls, “Did’ee get his shot off before’ee cut im?” There are hushing sounds and more muted laughter. Jack gets into his janitor’s trousers and pulls the shirt Gwen Ginley gave him over his head. That woman is almost certainly dead now, he thinks. She won’t have to worry about her sheepkeeper son ever again.

There are clumping footfalls on the stairs and more of that muted laughter. Jack slips on the docker’s clutch and cinches it tight. He stuffs Sophie’s book in his back pocket.

He is backing toward the door giving on the balcony when a naked, gore-streaked apparition rises from between the wall and the broken bed. “You can’t,” Lilith whispers hoarsely, reaching for him. Blood pours down her legs in freshets. “You caaaaan’t.”

Jack feints a fist at her, and when she instinctively lifts her hands to cover, he pushes her. She trips over the bedclothes, almost regains her balance, then stumbles over the broken footboard, going down with a thud that seems to shake the whole house. Her back comes to rest against the wall and knocks down a picture of drop-riders on a long rolling meadow. It hits her on the head and tumbles into her vast lap. Her mouth opens and releases a gout of blood that looks as black as her dyed hair in the moonlight. Her feet rattle a brisk tattoo on the floorboards.

Someone outside bangs on the door. “Let us in, Lily! We done for em! Done for em all!”

She’s dead, Jack thinks. Just like her ma and her pa and any of the Mayor’s boys who were too old to be infected by the redheads’ madness. I’m in a house of death.

Covered with blood—not his own—Jack steps backward onto the balcony. The ground is twelve or fourteen feet below. The Binny Ding is parked in a gravel turnaround. Jack thinks, Gan has provided me with a getaway car. That is, if I can get to it.

He climbs over the wrought-iron railing and dangles from its lowest bar. Before he can steel himself for the fall, three things happen. The door to his room bursts open. The body of the dead girl is pushed rudely aside.

And the ornamental railing breaks.

Jack drops.



	I. A silly or foolish person who is part of a ka-tet.
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[image: Richard, the gray-and-black striped billy-bumbler, perches alertly on a vehicle, his wide eyes and ears fixed ahead.]

1

Jack lands well and makes an Olympic-quality dash to the Binny Ding.

If this thing doesn’t run, I’m really and truly cooked.

But the Mayor has left the key in the ignition and the Binny roars to life. No quiet solar-powered hum, but a full-throated diesel roar accompanied by a truckstop blast of exhaust. He sees three or four young men crowd out on the balcony. They point down as the Binny’s headlights come on.

Jack ducks, hoping they don’t have guns and hoping to make himself the smallest possible target if they do. He pushes Forward. The Binny springs ahead. At least one of them has a firearm. There’s a bang, followed by the bitter zzipp sound of a bullet passing somewhere close. Does Jack want to know how close? He does not. What he wants is to get around the corner of the house before someone blows his head off.

In a house this big on America-side—a mayor’s house, no less—there’d be motion-activated lights and I’d be a sitting duck… although with the moonlight, I pretty much am, anyway.

The Binny Ding slides on the gravel. A second bullet sends woodchips from the corner of the house skittering across the hood of the Binny, and then the house is protecting him with its wonderful (if temporary) bulk.

How many are there? How many of “the boys” were hiding red hair under those jug hats?

Jack remembers how complacent Mayor Ginley was at dinner, how he called himself “the patriarch of a family of fatties.” Ginley, his wife, and his daughter were putting away job lots of food (Jack matching them bite for bite as long as he could), Ginley pontificating about how no army of redheaded outlaws could possibly be bothered by a small village like Hemphill, and all the time some of the redheaded outlaws were on the porch, eating with the older “boys,” biding their time. Or so Jack suspects.

Were they waiting for Lily to finish me herself?

Yes, he thinks. They were. They would then go on to join the other redheads sweeping toward the Clean Sea. An infection far deadlier than Covid 19.
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Jack roars down the middle of Hemphill’s main street. Behind him, he hears the whine of motors starting and thinks the redheads are powering up the buses—Katrina, Ellen, and good old Becky—to follow him. He remembers how fast and agile Rebecca was, even in reverse, and thinks his chances of outrunning them aren’t good.

“Binny Ding, can you go faster?”

“Driver ID needed,” a weirdly familiar voice says.

“I’m Major Iulia.” It’s the only thing he can think of. Behind him, headlights are coming on.

Mrs. T.—this version of her—will never accept that without some kind of ID, spoken or scanned. Which I don’t have.

But, miracle of miracles, she does. “I have an overdrive, Major Iulia, but one of my prime directives says I can only use it when the autopilot is engaged.”

“Then go on and do it!” Headlights pick him out and he hears another gunshot.

“I don’t understand go on and do it.”

“Engage autopilot!”

A green light glows on the dashboard. “Autopilot engaged.”

He’s shoved backward in his seat as the Binny Ding accelerates into the darkness past the edge of town. The lights of the pursuing buses dim, and then, as the Binny takes a curve, they disappear.

One of the older “boys” must have parked the Binny behind the house on the Mayor’s orders, all ready to go, and none of the younger ones stopped him. Why would they, when they never expected me to drive it away? Lilith was supposed to take care of me. After she got her jollies off, that is.

The Binny must be doing eighty, perhaps more, and the road, as it heads into steep hills shaggy with pine and birch, twists and turns. The steering bar is shifting back and forth as the Binny—powered by some ancient and no doubt unreliable computer—outruns its headlights. It’s like the bus Rebecca reversing all the way to Hemphill, only at double speed. No; triple. The Binny does a hopped-up ballerina dance around potholes and washouts, swerving and skidding. Once it splashes through standing water so deep it seeps into the Binny’s cab, making Jack uncomfortably aware that his feet are bare. With no seatbelt, he rocks and bounces like a man on a pogo stick. If they come to a non-negotiable washout or if the computer powering the autopilot glitches, he’ll be thrown from the vehicle or crushed when it rolls over. Yet what choice does he have?

At the intersection of a wider road, the Binny comes to a halt, engine rumbling. Jack listens for the high electric whine of the yellow buses, but there’s nothing. So far.

“Where are we, Binny?”

“We have reached the intersection of Gladstone Passway and the Great Road, Major Iulia. To the north, the Great Road goes to the Endless Snows and Far Desoy. To the southwest it goes to Kingstown, Stark’s Crossing, and Pernil.”

The female voice falls silent. Jack hears the wind, and in the distance, what can only be the deathcry of some small animal. His feet are wet and cold.

“Plot a course to Pernil,” Jack says.

“Done.”

“I’ll call you Mrs. Talbot, Binny, shall I?”

“As you say, Major Iulia.”

“Let’s go.” Then, remembering the nightmarish overdrive run: “You drive, Mrs. Talbot, you’re clearly better at it than I am, but not too fast, please.”

“I don’t understand not too fast.”

A semantical thicket—miles, kilometers, or wheels per hour?—is the last thing he wants to wade into after his narrow escape (and while drenched in Lilith Ginley’s blood), but a possible solution occurs to him, based on the little he knows about self-driving cars on America-side. “Is there a speed limit on this road, Mrs. T.?”

“Am I also known as Mrs. T.?”

“Yes. Is there a speed limit—”

“Forty wheels each hour is the accepted speed on this part of the Great Road.”

“Then stick to that. Are you armed, Mrs. T.? Dragonfire missiles, perchance? I can’t see the side pockets.”

“I am not armed.”

“That’s what I figured. Let’s go. Pernil. I have to find someone.” If she’s still alive.

Mrs. T. continues on the Great Road and moves along at a much more sedate clip. Jack keeps looking behind him. He sees no lights. At least not yet, he reminds himself. He will have to speed up if he sees pursuers. It’s a long time until dawn, and he doubts if he can trust the autopilot enough to fall asleep, especially with all the bouncing and swerving.

“Mrs. T.? Do you know any jokes?”

“I know many jokes, Major Iulia.” Surely the enthusiasm he thinks he hears in her voice must be his imagination. “For instance, how many doctors does it take to change a sparklight?”

“I don’t know, but I’m sure you’ll—”

“Just one, but it takes six visits. What is the difference—”

“Stow it.”

“I don’t understand—”

“Keep more jokes to yourself, please.”

“As you say, Major Iulia.”
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An hour after moonset, Jack wakes from a semi-doze to hear an approaching whine from behind him. It sounds like a pack of giant mosquitoes, but he guesses it’s actually the Three Buses of the Apocalypse. Mrs. T. is loafing along at a perfectly legal forty. He guesses the buses are doing twice his current speed. He could tell Mrs. T. to go into overdrive again, her autopilot may be perfectly fine, but the memory of crashing on the electro-bike is still fresh, and his only protection consists of an offbrand Glock with sixteen rounds in the mag.

Maybe there’s another choice. Up ahead on the right, he sees a split-timber railing and a flock of sheep that have no business being out in the dark of night, when the four-legged wolves hunt. Close by is a fieldstone house and a round Territories barn.

“Pull in behind that house, Mrs. Talbot, and douse your lights.”

“I don’t understand douse—”

“Turn them off.” Some old war movie comes to mind. “Rig for dark running.”

The headlights go off. The Binny drives across the lawn, no doubt crushing the carefully tended flower beds of some farmer’s wife, and around to the back. Jack listens to the growing mosquito whine of the electric buses, wondering if Mrs. T. left tracks when she turned off the road. He draws the Glock and lays it on one leg. If they find him, he will fight.

They don’t. The buses sweep past. Are they headed for Kingstown? That makes him think of a Bruce Springsteen song called “Hungry Heart.” It immediately becomes an earworm in his head.

He doesn’t expect the back door of the farmhouse to be locked out here in the toolies, and it’s not. Thinking of the “creep” that should have been put safe for the night

(deduce, coppiceman)

he expects to find the farmer’s family dead, and this deduction is unfortunately correct. No kids, thank Gan and Ganley; just the farmer and the farmer’s wife, both elderly, slumped side by side in their darkened kitchen with their throats cut so deeply they have almost been decapitated. Jack assumes that Starkweather and Fugate shot their victims, but in the Territories guns are rare, and ammunition must be saved.

Except they can find their way into those ancient armories, Jack thinks. The holds of the Old People.

Jack fixes his gaze on the farmer’s workboots, manure-spotted but sturdy. He needs what he needs, but taking a dead man’s boots is lower than he wants to sink. In the closet of the bedroom he finds a box which says—in English, not the speech—Picka Deluxe. There’s the silhouette of a man going up for a jump shot. Inside is a pair of electric blue hightops that look like they’ve never been worn. They also look like the Converse sneakers Jack wore to rags and tatters as a teenager. These are a bit roomy, the recently deceased farmer must have had big feet, but too large is better than too small. Feeling a bit guilty—needs must when the devil drives, he tells himself—he also robs some socks from the dresser Old MacDonald and his wife shared.

Newly shod, he leaves yet another house of death, thinking I’m Typhoid Jack instead of Typhoid Mary. He almost never asks for an intuition instead of waiting for one to possess him. But now, looking at this little herd that have no claws or teeth with which to defend themselves and nowhere to run, he asks and an intuition comes.

He calls into the dark: “Come, Wolfs, and do your duty! Come and protect this herd!”

He doubts there are any Wolfs within the sound of his voice, but he thinks he hears an answering whisper deep in his mind. Likely his imagination, and this poor huddle of mutton will probably be eaten or starve to death, but if a sheepkeeper does hear, and if others come, this flock will be led into the deeper hills to be fed and watered and kept safe from the wolves that run on four legs. And yet even four-legged predators are doing what instinct bids them, he thinks. Unlike the redheads, who have been…

“Possessed,” he says, and at the sound of his voice, the dead farmer’s sheep, which had been approaching, flee to the other end of their pen, as if at the warning growl of an enemy.
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At sunrise, Jack and Mrs. Talbot are on a hill overlooking a town that’s only a little bigger than Hemphill. “Hungry Heart” is still circling around and around in Jack’s mind like a fly that can’t quite make up its mind to land.

He can see two of the buses parked outside what might be the town’s general store. Is the third searching for him? Are they committing murders down there? He supposes both. Even as the thought occurs, he hears four spaced gunshots, and then a whoop.

Jack has no intention of going down there and putting a stop to the slaughter. He remembers words of wisdom from Oliver Goldsmith, quoted not by an English teacher but by a grizzled old tactics instructor at the LAPD Training Academy: He who fights and runs away may live to fight another day, but he who is in battle slain can never rise to fight again.

“I saw a side road half a wheel back, Mrs. T. With a sign saying restricted.”

“Yes,” Mrs. T. says. “That road goes to a North Central Positronics Hold, Major Iulia.”

“Perfect. Take me there.”

Rather than turning around, Mrs. Talbot reverses. It makes Jack vertiginous, and he closes his eyes until Mrs. T. turns into the sidetrack and starts going forward again.

The track wriggles between rocky outcrops and debouches into a small clearing. The signs are the same:

NORTH CENTRAL POSITRONICS HOLD #60

SHOW PASS, TAP CODE

on the left and

UNAUTHORIZED ENTRY MEANS IMPRISONMENT OR DEATH

    YOU HAVE BEEN WARNED

on the right. This is clearly a much smaller hold than the one he stayed in near Riven. There is a yellow bus nearby, with Rebecca in cursive on one side. Jack brings Mrs. Talbot to a stop forty feet or so from it and approaches at a dead run, gun out and bent over. He thinks the bus has been abandoned, but always safe, never sorry.

The forward bus door is open but the bus is empty. There’s a steering stick similar to the one in Jack’s Binny Ding, and a switch marked F, N, and R. He pushes it. Nothing happens.

“Wake up, Rebecca. This is Major Iulia.”

Nothing.

“Hey Rebecca, it’s Jack Sawyer. Consort of Sophie, the Shadow Queen.”

Worth a try, but still nothing. Becky’s ancient battery is as flat as a run-over hat. He leaves the bus and approaches Hold 60. The keypad has been torn off and dangles from a bunch of wires, like the one outside of Riven. There’s no ramp, just an inclined walkway leading down into darkness. Machinery is still running somewhere down deep, but instead of the quiet, almost contented hum he heard in Hold 19, there is a kind of rasping quality to the sound, and every now and then there’s a squall. Jack imagines bearings in need of oil.

As in Hold 19, fluorescent lights go on, but they’re flickering rather than steady. Jack doesn’t like the idea of being left somewhere below in the Stygian blackness if the machinery running this place goes tits-up, but he needs weapons if he can get them.

This place has been running for hundreds of years, he tells himself. Maybe thousands. It’ll hold up a little while longer. Then he thinks, But wouldn’t it just be my luck if—

He cuts that thought off and goes on down.
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There’s no parking garage, just a vestibule containing two dusty, disassembled Binny Dings along with tools and a long-abandoned CrawlyGator covered with dust. Beyond the vestibule he finds a series of sleeping cubicles equipped with cots. Plain rather than fancy. Most of these rooms are empty but Jack finds skeletons in two of them, one in bed, the other just a huddle of bones below a rotted and broken rope. At the end of the hall is a communal bathroom. One of the showers contains another grinning skeleton with rubber shower clogs on the bones of its feet.

Beyond the bathroom is a short corridor with a sliding door at the end. Another vandalized keypad hangs by its wires. Jack pushes the door open on its track, steeling himself for a robo-voice shouting “Security! Security!” but there’s nothing. Hold 19 was at least semi-operational; this one is next door to dead. Dust everywhere. Cobwebs in some of the corners.

This room is Hold 60’s armory. It’s much smaller than the one he explored outside of Riven. There are no warheads, and the cabinets that likely contained small arms have been emptied. Recently, Jack thinks. There are footprints in the dust, and one of the cabinets has been forced open, its door hanging askew from the one remaining hinge. The crowbar some redheaded teener used to open it has been discarded nearby. There are a few bullets scattered on the floor of one of the cabinets, but nothing he can use in the Glock.

Most of the Dragonfire missiles have also been looted, but the redheads have left four. Jack returns to the vestibule, collects the mechanics’ crawler, and rolls it back to the armory. He loads up the remaining Dragonfires, handling them carefully. He doesn’t think they’d explode if dropped, but they’re old, so who the fuck knows. He has a sense of déjà vu. It’s the second time he’s taken surface-to-surface missiles from one of these holds. As he loads them on the creeper, he whispers a fragment of his earworm over and over.

From behind him, someone sings the next line.

He wheels around, yanking his gun from the docker’s clutch and pointing it at a woman he’s seen before: long blonde hair, star-studded hot pants, and halter. She says, “Karaoke Night, Karaoke Night, everybody si-si-si-si—” Still stuttering, the hologram first freezes, then disappears.

Jack leans against the wall, heart hammering. He asks himself again what kind of world he’s living in. With his galloping heart settling into a more regular rhythm (just firing off the occasional misbeat or two to keep him on his toes), Jack pushes the CrawlyGator up the pedestrian incline, careful not to sing. The last thing he wants is another scare from the holographic pinup girl.

He thinks, At least I was able to bring something back to life.
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The Dragonfires fit Mrs. Talbot’s ammo wells, which means that they’ll fire if he needs to use them. (Probably.) He instructs Mrs. Talbot to take him back to a point close to the junction of the sidetrack and the Great Road. The ever-obedient Mrs. T. obliges.

Jack tells her to tuck in out of sight, and after patiently explaining what he means by tuck in, gets her snuggled into a cul-de-sac fifty or sixty feet from the junction. He then pulls a blanket from the supplies the Mayor’s boys have packed for him (the older ones mercifully unaware they wouldn’t be living out the night) and finds a patch of grass that looks both springy and non-poisonous. He drapes the blanket over his shoulders.

“Mrs. Talbot, alert me if the buses come back this way.”

“I will do so, Major Iulia.”

He thinks their return unlikely; the Kingstown business of the redheaded peckerwoods is either finished or soon will be. They will be moving on, following the Great Road’s long slow curve toward the Clean Sea.

Jack wraps himself in the blanket and lies down. When he sleeps—if he sleeps—he expects a nightmare replay of waking to find four hundred pounds of homicidal girl with dyed red hair falling on top of him, knife ready to commit coitus just before (or during) the final orgasm. He drops off almost at once, and the dream that comes to him is deeply comforting: Wolfs in overalls standing watch over the dead farmer’s sheep. He doesn’t hear the destruction of Kingstown and awakes in the latter part of the afternoon, feeling clear-headed and refreshed. He reckons that Shakespeare quote about knitting up the ravelled sleeve of care was entirely correct.
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From the hill overlooking the town, Jack sees that one of the two buses is gone, but that’s not all; Kingstown is gone. The redheads have burned it flat. The wreckage of a few buildings still smolders, but others look like they’ve been blown sky-high.

Dragonfire missiles at work, and I slept through it.

“Mrs. T., do you have any contact with those buses?”

“No, Major Iulia.” It’s the answer he expected, but still disappointing. He tells himself that even if Mrs. T. did have some sort of contact with the buses, that wouldn’t tell him if the redheads had left a rearguard.

He loads a Dragonfire into the Binny’s launcher, checks the draw from the docker’s clutch, and autopilots slowly into what little remains of Kingstown, very much on the alert for gunfire from the charred remains of the houses on the high street but knowing he probably wouldn’t have time to hear the bullet that turns his brains to pudding. This is cold comfort at best.

Bodies have been left in the street. Some are women with their skirts thrown over their faces like shrouds, their private parts exposed to the late day’s sunshine. Jack supposes they have been raped. Some of the dead are children. At the far edge of town, where the Great Road continues on to Stark’s Crossing, the heads of two men have been mounted on posts. On their foreheads, printed in red birdberry letters, are the words PEEDY and POOPY, Mid-World storybook characters roughly analogous to Punch and Judy in Jack’s world. The wide eyes and gaping mouths are crawling with flies.

Jack doesn’t want to touch them but feels he must. He licks his palms wet with spittle and wipes the jeering words from the cold foreheads of the two men. The result leaves smears he can do nothing about, but at least the words are gone.

I may not be able to kill them all, but I promise the dead of this town that I will kill as many as I can. Fuck justice, fuck the courts. The old stories about Roland were right about one thing, at least. In this world, the only law is the law of the gun.

He reverses Mrs. T. to the one remaining bus and climbs aboard. As he suspected, the cabin lights are out, and the rudimentary controls don’t respond. Like Rebecca, Ellen is dead in the water. He climbs back into his Binny’s driving seat, singing “Everybody needs a hand, everybody wants to make a stand.”

Mrs. Talbot says, “Would you like me to harmonize, Major Iulia?”

“Do you know the words?”

“No, but if you tell them to me, I will record them. You have been singing in G. I can harmonize in B or D, which is a perfect fifth.”

“If you say so, Mrs. T.” And remembering the holo pinup girl, Jack says, “Karaoke Night, Karaoke Night, everybody sing.”

“If you say so, let it be so, Major Iulia.”

“But not just now. I have something to do before we leave town.”

He disengages the autopilot and drives to the end of Kingstown’s small downtown, stopping between the posts where the severed heads have been mounted. He hates to leave Kingstown’s dead unburied, but he has to go. There is one thing, however, that he can do. He swings the mortar until the sights are on the yellow bus and pulls the trigger. There’s another ruler-straight line of exhaust and then Ellen blows ten feet up and settles back, burning. It’s not perfect satisfaction, but it’s a start.

Once they’re out of town and back on the rolling hills of the Drop, Jack tells her the words to “Make a Stand.” He can remember most of them and makes up those that he can’t. And on the Great Road to Stark’s Crossing, while Jack keeps an eye out for the last yellow bus, he and Mrs. Talbot sing a ballad about how loneliness leads to bad decisions.

As sunset is painting the western sky, Jack finds a prosperous-looking farm with three round barns instead of one. Jack has no desire to investigate the house, not wanting to see whatever

(whoever)

he might find there. He drives into one of the barns instead and eats from the generous supplies the Mayor’s minions have packed for him.

“Mrs. Talbot, how far is it to Stark’s Crossing?”

“One hundred wheels.”

Jack calculates. If they keep to the Great Road’s long-ago speed limit of forty wheels an hour, and if they leave soon after daybreak, they can be in Stark’s Crossing well before noon.

“How far beyond that to Pernil?”

“Two hundred and fifty wheels from Stark’s Crossing to Pernil, but there is a trolley, Major Iulia. It may still be in operation.”

“I’ll stick with you, Mrs. T. Assuming you don’t run out of power.”

“I have seventy percent diesel, Major Iulia, and all but two of my solar cells are currently working. Would you like a complete diagnostic?”

“Not necessary. Tomorrow I’ll teach you to harmonize on ‘Racing in the Street.’ ”

To this, Mrs. Talbot has no reply, and Jack has to remind himself that his singing partner is a machine, nothing more.
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Because of sleeping in the day, Jack stays awake long after moonrise, listening to the hunters and the hunted in the trees and high grass of the droplands, but finally decides he must get on a more regular sleep schedule. To that end he makes a bed of hay in one of the barn’s stalls. Doing it reminds him of the decaying Mail Pouch barn in Nebraska, and he finds himself wishing he could sleep there, deep in the country where he was born. He never knew how much he loved America until he was forced to leave it. It’s noisy, argumentative, and often dangerous; it’s also beautiful.

He might try flipping, except for the fear that the Gullet might sense him and yank him into itself. He’s not afraid he might die there; he’s afraid he might live.

“Mrs. Talbot, do you have an intruder alert?”

“Yes, Major Iulia. Would you like me to engage it?”

Jack thinks of telling the Binny his real name, but there’s something weirdly comforting about being Major Iulia. He has no idea why.

“Yes, please.” He lapses into the speech, although Mrs. T. speaks English perfectly well. “Set for humes.”

Sophie, from her usual spot, says, “Why say that?”

Jack has no idea. He’s certainly not afraid of the redheaded peckerwoods; his intuition—strong intuition—tells him they are streaming out of the little towns, farms, and ranchos northeast of the Blasted Lands. They are joining up, more mob than army, heading for larger and more prosperous targets like Dezi, and the small cities of Tavares and Lighter Hills.

He doesn’t answer Sophie’s question, just wishes her goodnight and tells her he loves her. He dreams of her as she was on their joining day: white satin gown with a froth of lace at the bodice, golden hair flowing around her glowing face. Most of all, her eyes.

Her blue eyes.
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He’s awakened some unknown time later by a quiet, almost stealthy rattling sound. Paper. He pulls the Glock from the docker’s clutch and leaves the stall, moving quietly, trying not to startle the intruders until he can gleep how many there are.

When he sees the dark, boxy silhouette of the Binny against the open barn door, he raises the gun and tells Mrs. T. to turn on her lights. The headlamps and roof lights come on. Standing on its hind legs back in the cargo hold, a package of wrapped meat in its paws, is a throcken, more commonly known as a billy-bumbler. Jack is amazed. He has never seen one, has been told they are exceedingly rare, if not extinct. Its gold-ringed eyes stare at Jack fearlessly. It continues to pluck at the string with which the package has been tied.

“Holy shit,” Jack says quietly. “Look what I found.” Or what found me.

The bumbler pauses. Its ears go up, and then it returns to plucking at the string. It’s oddly delicate. A dog wouldn’t bother trying to unwrap; would simply chomp through the paper.

“Would you like some help?”

The bumbler freezes. Jack steps forward, thinking the furry creature—it must weigh at least thirty pounds—will bolt, with or without the package of meat. It doesn’t. With some trepidation, Jack very slowly extends his hand, accepting the fact that he may be bitten. Instead, the bumbler holds out the package. Its paws tremble a bit as it does so, reminding Jack of his grandfather’s hands in his later years. The bumbler’s fur is white along the muzzle. The eyes, although bright, are rheumy at the corners. This is an old fellow.

Jack unties the string and folds back the paper. His own supper was mutton and fruit. Inside this packet are thick slices of ham. He holds one out to the bumbler, which is still standing on its back legs, braced on the coiled spring of its tail. It takes the meat and munches. Those gold-ringed eyes never leave Jack, who takes his own slice of ham.

“We’ll call this a midnight snack,” he says, “whatever the hour may be.”

Slowly, wanting not to startle, he puts the open package of meat on the dashboard and retires to his bed of straw. He thinks of how he told Mrs. T. specifically to set for humes… and he told her in the speech. Did part of him expect the billy-bumbler and know that Mrs. Talbot’s klaxon alarm would scare the hungry old thing away? He doesn’t know and doesn’t much care; he takes it as a good omen at a time when he’s desperate for one.

It’ll be gone in the morning, he thinks, when the animals that would hunt such an elderly creature have crawled back into their dens.

But when he wakes up, the bumbler is asleep on Mrs. T.’s passenger seat, curled up with its muzzle pressed against its clockspring tail. The meat is gone, but the other supplies (the Mayor’s boys packed plenty) are undisturbed. Jack sees how ragged the bumbler’s fur is, and how thin the body beneath.

When the floorboards creak beneath Jack’s weight the bumbler is awake at once, up on its back legs, ears cocked. It watches as he rummages in the cargo compartment and comes up with four hardboiled eggs. Jack sits in the driving seat, again expecting the bumbler to flee, but it doesn’t. Its eyes are fixed on the eggs. Jack peels one, tossing the shells into Mrs. T.’s cargo compartment, and hands it to the bumbler. It pops the whole thing into its mouth, for a moment showing a fearsome ring of teeth. Its cheeks puff out as it chews, making Jack snort laughter. He peels an egg for himself, wishes for salt, thinks needs must, and takes a bite. Even without salt, it’s pretty tasty. The bumbler’s eyes remain fixed on the remaining eggs.

“One for thee, one for me,” Jack says. “Share and share alike. How does that sound?”

The bumbler continues staring at the eggs. Jack has heard that bumblers can talk, but this old fellow says nothing. Except in a way it does; it reaches out with those claw-tipped paws at the end of its short arms—gimme.

“Copy that,” Jack says. He peels the egg and hands it over.
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Jack once more expects the bumbler to head for the hills when Mrs. Talbot starts up, her diesel engine booming, but it only flattens its ears against its skull and crouches on the passenger seat, claws digging in. Mrs. T. backs out and deploys her solar panels. When the racket of the diesel cuts out, the bumbler sits up and looks around with bright interest.

“You want to go for a ride?” Jack asks.

It looks at him and cocks its head.

“We’ll try it,” Jack says, and turns Mrs. T. in a circle back to the main road. “Just jump down if we leave your den or whatever you call it behind.”

It has no den, he thinks. It’s a rover, just like me.

Is that intuition or wishful thinking? He doesn’t know, but he certainly wouldn’t mind a companion, even if it’s only for a short time and basically along for the eats.

He stops at the end of the farmstead’s driveway, turns off Mrs. T., and gets out to do the morning necessary, wishing he could also shave the grizzle off his face. The idea that such scruff is the new icon of macho-handsome leaves him puzzled. He guesses he’s just old-school and stuck with it.

The bumbler leaps down—it’s plenty agile for an oldster—and lifts a leg in the high grass a few feet from where Jack is doing his business. So, he thinks. No more “it.” That’s a he.

Business finished, the bumbler leaps back into the Binny and sits as if he owns it, waiting for Jack to get in and get going. Which he does, although with a word of warning. “Just be aware, my road buddies have a way of getting killed.”
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Stark’s Crossing has also been trashed. The trolley stop is still smoldering. The one trolley present has been overturned and blown into two pieces. A robo fire engine lies on its side nearby. Both destroyed by Dragonfire missiles, Jack presumes. But that is far from the worst. The Crossing’s raison d’être is (or was) its railhead. A rusty spiderweb of tracks spray out in all directions. Some outbuildings are still standing, but the station has been reduced to a senseless rattle of timber, and the adjacent holding pen is full of bodies. The townspeople—those who couldn’t hide or run away—were herded together like the cattle this pen was meant for. Then they were shot en masse. Jack doesn’t want to imagine that slaughter and is helpless not to. It’s automatic rifle fire he keeps thinking of, and the smell of burned gunpowder wafting away on a gentle breeze. He wonders how long ago it happened. While he was sleeping in the barn last night? No, probably earlier, while he was surveying what remained of Kingstown.

He looks at the bumbler and sees his companion making a very human gesture: his paws are clapped over his muzzle.

“I know. Smells bad.”

Jack deserted the dead of Kingstown, but he doesn’t want to leave this heap of humanity rotting in the sun. He can’t stop imagining the way they were herded, almost certainly with promises that they would only be penned up until the redheads left, that all would be well and all would be well.

He investigates the outbuildings, the bumbler watching from Mrs. T.’s passenger seat. One building is empty except for piles of motheaten coveralls. In the other are rusty drums stenciled with a word in the speech that Jack can’t translate. He unscrews the cap in the top of the drum and smells a sweetness he recognizes, and all at once

(Territories magic)

he can read the stenciled word. It’s ETHANOL.

He unloads his gunna from Mrs. Talbot (the bumbler watching with interest), because he doesn’t want the packages contaminated by rust, even though most of the foodstuffs are wrapped. He loads in four of the barrels and drives the short distance to what he’s thinking of (helpless not to) as the killing floor. He sees without surprise that written on one of the shakepole fencerails is Roy Kinneston’s motto, only in the speech: DEAD PEOPLE DON’T CARE. Jack takes the barrels in one by one, being careful not to step on any of the bodies. He sees a toddler with a smiling Limmey the Clown doll clutched to his chest, and his eyes fill.

He uncaps three of the barrels and tips them over, letting the ethanol gurgle out on the ground, and in some cases over bodies, wetting shirts and pants. The fourth he uncaps but leaves standing in the middle of the pen. He goes back to Mrs. T., drives what he hopes will be a safe distance, and loads the mortar with a Dragonfire.

“Gonna be loud,” he tells the bumbler. He claps his hands over his ears, hoping the bumbler will imitate him. He doesn’t, just looks at Jack with his bright eyes.

“On you, then.” He’ll run for the hills.

Jack aims the launcher at the one standing barrel and pulls the trigger. There’s the white line of exhaust, then an explosion. The billy-bumbler recoils from the sound and puts his paws on his head but keeps his seat. The fire spreads quickly, but Jack doesn’t wait to see it, or to smell burning flesh. He drives out of town along the Great Road, now heading for Pernil. He doesn’t get far before his eyes spill their tears. His choice is to pull over or put Mrs. T. on autopilot. He opts for pulling over, because everything that has happened to him since leaving Dezi

(fools’ mission, say true)

catches up with him: his flips to America-side, the story of Charles Starkweather beating a baby to death with the butt of a shotgun, the end of Pay Orville, the second end of Dale Gilbertson, the storm of rocks as he was pulled toward the Gullet, his sickness after being tased, Lilith with her knife and her need; the dead… and the dead… and the dead.

“It was just supposed to be a short trip,” he says. To the bumbler, or Mrs. T., or to himself. “A pasear. Just gleep the Gullet and… you know…”

He puts his hands over his eyes and begins to sob. He feels he is being torn apart. He hears himself saying, “No more, Sophie, no more, please, no more. I can’t.”

Something touches his cheek. Almost a caress. Hell, it is a caress. He drops his hands and looks around, almost expecting to see Sophie, but it’s the bumbler. And although it’s only his rheumy eyes—surely—he looks like he’s crying in sympathy. Jack laughs and strokes the top of his companion’s furry head. He does it without thinking, and with no fear that he’ll be bitten by that ring of small eroded teeth.

“What am I supposed to call you?” he asks, but he supposes he knows. He had at least one road buddy who didn’t die, although there were probably times when his old tie-wearing friend from Thayer School wished he had.

“You’re Richard,” he says. “Until we part company, you’re Richard to me. Mrs. Talbot, let’s make tracks.”

“I don’t understand let’s make tracks, Major Iulia.”

Jack laughs some more and wipes his face. “I know you don’t,” he says. “I know that. Want to sing?”

“Yes. What song would you like?”

“How about ‘Bringing in the Sheaves’? My father used to sing that one. It goes like this: Sowing in the morning, sowing seeds of kindness…”

Soon they are singing together while Richard curls up on the passenger seat and sleeps.
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Jack could make it from Stark’s Crossing to Pernil with only one night spent on the road, but he doesn’t want to run too close along the redheads’ backtrail. That they are ahead of him is certain; their swath of destruction—burned houses, toppled helio poles, the dead bodies of cattle and humes—is wide and emphatic. Whatever has happened in Pernil, including what has happened to Mary Klee, has almost certainly occurred already.

“She’s probably dead,” he says to Richard, who rides with his muzzle out to catch whatever scents are on the breeze. “Phone call or no phone call. Don’t you think so?”

Nothing. Not a word. The Dezi old-timers have plenty of stories about Oy, the bumbler in Roland of Gilead’s legendary ka-tet, and all the supposedly cute, smart, and wise things he said, but Jack thinks they’re mostly bullshit, like the other stories about Roland; how he once took on a giant robo-bear, for instance.

“Cat got your tongue?” Jack asks. “Or should I say a plunja?”

At the word, Richard’s ears come up and he gives Jack an appraising look before turning back to regard the passing scenery.
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They laze along, letting the redheads (with or without Kinneston and Speckhoffer) get further ahead of them. During several of these stops, Jack closes his eyes and clears his mind, hoping for something from Mary. There’s nothing.

The wreckage the redheads have left in their wake speaks of their senseless need to break anything that speaks of civilization. Where the helio posts are too far off the road or too high to access easily, the redheads have shot out the mirrors, as if they hate the very thought of their own reflections. In that way, Jack thinks, they really are like vampires.

Jack and Richard spend two nights on the road, the first in a barn, which the billy-bumbler enters readily. Near sundown of the second night, Jack comes across another North Central Positronics Hold. The door of 61 is open, the keypad dangling, but Richard refuses to go in.

“No?” Jack asks. “Sure? It’s going to be cold.”

Richard can’t speak (or refuses to), but his eyes are expressive: Unlike you, I’ve got plenty of fur.

Jack investigates alone. The hold is small. There’s no armory, just a barracks of cubicles furnished with cots, and some kind of telecommunications room filled with dead screens. On one of the consoles in this room, he finds treasures better than a road dusted with worthless diamonds. One is a butane lighter (he assumes it’s butane) marked with PROPERTY OF NCP. He tries it, and after a couple of flicks, it lights. He puts it in his pocket. The other treasure is a glass jar filled with, of all things, Slim Jims. They are still in their yellow wrappers, still marked Made in Troy, Ohio. He takes a bunch and stuffs them in his back pocket. He once had a friend, a fellow cop, who told him Slim Jims contain enough preservatives to last a thousand years. I may find out if that’s true, he thinks.

There are no skeletons in 61, but the place gives Jack a pretty good case of haunted-mansion willies just the same. He thinks Richard was right to stay away. He takes several blankets from the cots and goes back outside. Richard looks at him from Mrs. T.’s passenger seat, gold-ringed eyes gleaming in the encroaching gloom. Jack rearranges stuff in the cargo compartment and lies down there. He remembers the Slim Jims, unwraps one, and tries a bite. It tastes just like an America-side Slim Jim should.

Richard is standing on his back legs and his look at Jack is serious. “Okay,” Jack says. “If these things are poison, I guess we’ll die together.”

He unwraps another beef stick and holds it out. Richard takes it delicately in his front paws and sniffs. It’s gone in two bites, and he’s up on his hind legs again, reaching out hopefully. Jack gives him another Slim Jim and takes another for himself. Other than a certain dryness—any grease the sticks contained seems to have disappeared over who knows how long—they seem perfectly okay. How that can be, or how they came to make their way here to the Territories from Troy, Ohio, he has no idea.

Richard’s paw is extended.

“No, two is enough.”

The bumbler promptly drops back down to all fours, turns around twice, then lies down, nose to tail, leaving Jack to wonder if the creature understood the words, or the tone of voice. He decides it was the tone. Had to have been.

“Goodnight, Richard.” In the speech: Gallygiff, throcken.

No response.

Jack lies down and looks at the sprawl of the stars, Old Mother burning brightest.
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On the third morning they begin to pass more farms, more ranchos, and a few small villages. In these, the redheads have done plenty of dirty work. “The villages have been pillaged,” he says to Richard, “and I must give a bell to Cornell’s cell.”

Richard looks at him, furry head cocked.

“Think I’m crazy? Go on, say it. I can take it.”

Richard opens his mouth, and for a moment Jack thinks that for sure… then Richard closes it again.

The Great Road is barely passable beyond Stark’s Crossing, but Mrs. T. always finds a way, it seems. They sing. He teaches her “Night Moves,” by Bob Seger, and showtunes like “Wouldn’t It Be Loverly.” Mrs. T. records them, then harmonizes. Richard listens (sometimes with his ears laid back, which might or might not be a criticism).

Around ten o’ the clock, they come across the third bus. Katrina has been abandoned in the middle of a long washout. At some point—delah ago—a river burst its banks and flooded the road, taking away two hundred feet of paving and leaving a snarly marl of sand, gravel, and boulders. The bus is mired up to its wheelhubs.

“Doesn’t look like we have a viable way through,” Jack says.

While he is preparing to explain what he means, Mrs. T. says, “I will traverse the right embankment, also known as the starboard side.”

Jack looks doubtfully at the embankment, which is grassy and steep. “Can you do it without rolling over?”

“Yes.”

Jack studies the grade again. If Mrs. T. is wrong, Richard would probably leap free in time. He, on the other hand…

“Are you sure?”

“Yes.”

Jack sighs. “Engage autopilot and may the force be with you.”

“I don’t understand—”

“Never mind. Engage the autopilot and continue to Pernil.”

“Yes, Major Iulia.”

The Binny crawls forward, angling off the remains of the road. Grass whickers beneath the undercarriage; small bushes snap with a sound like cracking knuckles. Jack can see a beaten-down path where the redheads have gone before him, now on foot. The Binny tilts to ten degrees… then twenty… then twenty-five. Richard has his paws hooked over the bottom of his open window to keep from sliding into Jack’s lap. His ears are laid back flat against his skull.

“Don’t worry,” Jack says (worriedly). “If Mrs. T. says she can, she can.”

Probably. Maybe.

They creep past the mired bus, now tilted at a thirty-degree angle. Everything the Mayor’s boys have packed slides to the left, and Jack wonders if Mrs. T. has taken the weight of his shifting provisions into her calculations. He also wonders if the computer powering this thing—not a kindly first-grade teacher but a machine, and an old one—can be trusted.

Too late now.

They creep along at what Jack thinks must be a forty-degree angle. The yellow bus is behind them now. He can see the end of the washout approaching.

“Hold on tight,” Jack tells Richard. The bumbler does and at last the washout is behind them. Mrs. Talbot returns to the road. “Good job,” Jack says. “Issue never in doubt.”

“Never in doubt,” Mrs. T. agrees.

“Let’s sing ‘Thunder Road.’ I’ll be Bruce, you be Little Steven.”

“I don’t understand I’ll be Bruce, you be Little Steven.”

“I know. Just sing harmony.”
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Because the redheads are on foot—so he assumes—and Jack is driving the Binny, he’s warier than ever about coming up on their rearguard. He and Richard have a leisurely lunch, and at mid-afternoon he stops Mrs. Talbot and climbs a steep hill to see what he can see. Richard follows him, and when Jack shades his eyes against the bright sunshine, he’s amused to see the bumbler standing on two legs and doing the same.

In the distance he can see a tall circle of standing stones, what the old-timers call a speaking ring. Such are reputed to be haunted by evil spirits, even the demons called speakies. He imagines sixty or seventy teenagers marching past it, sweating their birdberry hairdye down the sides of their faces like blood trails. He had assumed they would have been in Pernil and gone by now, only pausing to do their usual damage, but he hadn’t figured in the loss of their last bus.

“We’re getting close to Pernil,” he tells Richard. “These are the burbs.” But the thought of such a bumpkin town having suburbs makes him laugh. Pernil doesn’t even have a sheriff.

“Here’s a question, Richard. What are we supposed to do after Pernil? Catch up with the redheads? And do what? Kill Speckhoffer and Kinneston? But how? And what about the Gullet?”

That’s more than one question, and there’s no response from Richard to any of them. The only thing he knows is that Mary has almost certainly gone to the clearing.

And I might have been an unwitting accomplice to all this death. Didn’t mean to wake up the Gullet, but I did.

Toward nightfall they come to another North Central Positronics Hold, this one 64. It’s as big or bigger than the one Jack found outside of Riven. Jack knows better than trying to coax Richard to go inside, and he doesn’t want to go inside himself, not with the shadows of evening drawing long across the land. He tells himself it’s because he doesn’t want to leave Richard alone and unprotected, but that’s crap. Richard is perfectly capable of taking care of himself. There may be old bumblers, and bold bumblers, but there are no old bold bumblers. Of that Jack is quite sure. There could be motion-activated lights in Hold 64 that work, but he still doesn’t want to go in there until it’s daylight. Which is stupid, because the hold is underground. He rationalizes his superstitious dread by telling himself it’s best to let the redheaded peckerwoods get further on their way. Like the other holds, 64 has been breached by the mob. The wide ramp Jack can see leading down suggests there’s a motor pool in this one, as there was in 19.

He finds enough dry wood to make a small fire (and is amused when Richard also brings some small twigs) and lights it with the butane stick he found. While he heats beans and the small sausages that are called bokkie in the speech, he thinks of the butane stick and Slim Jims, then of how the marooned Robinson Crusoe kept resupplying himself from the Cinque Ports, a wrecked privateer conveniently caught on a reef surrounding Crusoe’s desert island. The holds of the Old People are similar fortuitous supply points. Is it one of those echoes between his world and this one? Jack can’t rule it out, but thinks it’s probably just a coincidence. As Freud was reputed to say, sometimes a cigar is just a smoke.

“But I think that might have been Kipling,” he tells Richard.

He divides the beans-and-bokkie mixture—half and half, share and share alike. Richard tilts his plate up, opens his mouth, and the food slides in. Jack can see the bumbler’s throat working. Richard then licks up the bean juice. “Your table manners suck,” Jack tells him. “But since we have no table, you’re forgiven.”

He spends a little while looking into the dying fire, half-mesmerized, then climbs into the cargo compartment of the Binny. “Wake me in the night if you hear anything, Mrs. T.” And to Richard: “Or smell it.”

He wraps himself in a blanket and promptly falls asleep.



5

At some point—it’s late, the moon is down—Jack hears a soft thud and comes awake immediately, hand clasping the butt of the Glock. Something is in the cargo compartment with him. He almost draws, then sees Richard’s gleaming gold-ringed eyes. The bumbler lies down beside him. Jack unwraps enough blanket to cover him, then goes back to sleep.
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The following morning he investigates the hold. Richard dares to follow him halfway down the ramp, but that’s where his courage fails. He sits and waits.

There is indeed a motor pool, but judging by a number of vacancies in the ranks of the vehicles, Jack thinks at least a dozen large transports have been taken by the redheads. Judging by those that are left, he believes they took armored fighting units, like Strykers, which are basically oversized Binny Dings with added firepower. There are storage racks of missiles, some still loaded with weaponry, some empty. The redheads at least haven’t bothered with what appear to be pocket nukes, which is a relief. Those, marked with yellow and black lightning-bolts, are still in their cradles. But most of the ground-to-ground missiles are gone, and the one shoulder-mounted launcher Jack finds—cast into a corner—has a barrel plugged with solder. The others have been looted.

They were armed before. Now they’re heavily armed. How did they know what to take? How can they know how to drive a convoy truck or a Stryker?

All he can think of is that they are becoming—or already have become—some sort of hive mind, perhaps ruled by Roy Kinneston and Tara Lynne Speckhoffer, or perhaps (this frightens him badly) by a living and thinking force in the Gullet.

There are the usual cabinets that contained small arms. The guns are gone, but he finds a heap of ammo at the bottom of one cabinet that he can use in the Glock. He stuffs cartridges into his pockets until they bulge, then heads back to the ramp. Richard is still waiting, sitting on his coil of a tail.

He stops partway up the ramp, squinting his eyes shut and putting the heel of his hand to his forehead. Mary is yelling for help. Her voice is loud and clear. When he opens his eyes, he sees that Richard is up on his hind legs.

“You heard it, too. Didn’t you?”

Richard just looks at him, ears up. Jack closes his eyes again and concentrates as hard as he can.

Mary, where are you?

The response is a burst of profanity that makes Richard whine a protest—the first sound Jack has heard from him. The interior voice

(transmission)

gives another burst: MOTHERFUCKING COCKSUCKER YOU GOT ME INTO THIS SO HELP ME!

“I’m coming, Mary. Hang in there.”

THIS FUCKING THING IS GOING TO FALL OVER, I KNOW IT! YOU WHORESON BASTARD YOU LEFT ME HERE TO DIE!

He tries to send a message telling her to stop, she isn’t helping, but the voice is already gone.

Jesus, he thinks, then Jason. She’s in bad trouble, wherever she is.

He intended to take enough Dragonfire missiles to fill Mrs. T.’s ammunition wells, but now things have become more urgent.

He tells Richard to get aboard. Then, thinking of Pay, he adds: “And if you can’t get a board, get a shingle.”

Richard doesn’t need to be told twice. He leaps into the passenger seat. Jack tells Mrs. Talbot to engage the autopilot and go as fast as conditions will allow. He closes his eyes and tries to send a message to Mary.

I can’t help you by getting killed! Have the redheads cleared out of town?

There’s no response.
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When they pass the speaking ring, the pull of the Gullet strengthens, like a previously faint radio signal suddenly coming in clear. The message is also clear and brutally simple: Come to me, come to me, commala-come-come.

Richard whines, jumps down into the footwell, and curls up. Then they are past the standing stones and the pull of the Gullet drops away. But it doesn’t disappear; it’s always there, like an itch you can’t scratch.

They pass a sign reading, in the speech, PERNIL WELCOMES YOU, but there is no balm in Gilead and no welcome in Pernil. The town has been… erased is the first word that comes to Jack’s mind, but it isn’t the right one. Erasure is a way of saying everything is wiped clean, and the redheaded peckerwoods don’t do erasure. Bodies are scattered along the half-dirt, half-paved main street. Several of them are the barroom layabouts who were getting Mary drunk.

Those old boys are no great loss, Jack thinks.

The Bucket of Blood’s bartender, Upfield, has been tied to a hitching post, shot, and then scalped… or maybe it was the other way around. The bar’s Puppet in Residence lies at Upfield’s feet in the dust with his absurd wooden whanger sticking up. Jack remembers Upfield saying Break Hector and I’ll break you.

The livery stable, the defunct bank, and the Good Rest Hotel have all been destroyed. The Good Boy Good restaurant next to the hotel is still standing, but all the tables and most of the cooking gear have been thrown into the street. The statue of Lady Peace has been given a red wig that’s turning maroon. Not birdberry dye but blood. At the base of the fountain are two teens with fake red hair, both shot. Somebody got at least two of them, Jack thinks, and would like to deny the savage satisfaction he feels at the sight of the bodies. He can tell himself they weren’t responsible for their actions, that it’s the Gullet that caused all of this terrible mischief; he can tell himself that the Gullet used Kinneston and Speckhoffer the way a magnifying glass can concentrate the power of the sun to start a fire. It works, but only to a degree. He’s still glad that somebody brought a couple of these suckers dow—

JACK! JACK, IS THAT YOU?

Where are you, Mary? he sends… or tries to. There’s a jounce as Mrs. T. runs over a body that her avoidance system seems to have missed. Where the fuck are you?

“Jack!”

That’s not telepathy, it’s a yell, but it seems to be coming from thin air. He sees no one except for the dead, and for one wild moment thinks Mary is also gone and she’s speaking to him from the spirit world. Then Richard gives a strangled half-bark. He’s looking at the town water tower.

When Jack and Pay left for Riven, it was standing on eight steel legs like stilts. Three of those have been blown away, maybe by Dragonfires, maybe by some other piece of fuckery. It’s now the Leaning Tower of Pernil. Standing on a narrow catwalk that surrounds the belly of the rust-streaked holding tank is Mary Klee, waving frantically. He understands what might have happened, and why she was left. It wasn’t mercy; the redheaded peckerwoods don’t do mercy. It was pure sadism.

The water tower is at the far end of Pernil’s main street. Two pipes—one inflow and one outflow, Jack assumes, the outflow going to the town fountain—descend from the bottom of the tank. There’s a ladder between them, presumably for maintenance. It’s how Mary got up there.

Like everything else in Mid-World, the tank is old. Water is pattering down from ancient welds that are now degrading. If the tank had been left alone, its bottom would, sooner or later, have given way like the bottom of a cardboard carton soaked with rainwater. Before that can happen, the water tower’s remaining legs will buckle and collapse. Very soon, from the look.

“Jack!” Mary screams. She’s like a princess locked in a tower… only this princess is an alcoholic, probably still suffering from a case of the DTs, and possessed of an epic foul mouth. “Get me down from here, shit for brains! THIS IS ALL YOUR FAULT!”

She has a point; the Big Kahuna decreed that Pay Orville should come along. He said nothing about Mary. That was Jack’s bright idea.

He parks Mrs. T. in the shadow of the water tower and jumps out. Richard does the same, then (with an eye to the main chance Jack can’t help but admire) scampers out of the possible zone of collapse. There he sits on his tail to await further developments.

Standing beneath the leaning water tower is like walking under a defective shower head that keeps dripping. He can hear a constant (and almost symphonic) groaning as the remaining legs, old and caked with rust, continue to buckle under the weight of Gan alone knows how many gallons of water, and more coming in all the time through the inflow pipe from some reservoir.

“Come down!” he shouts. Water splats his upturned face. “Use the ladder!”

“I can’t!” she bawls. “They’ll get me!”

“They’re gone,” he says. How can she not know that? From her vantage point, unwilling though it must be, she must have seen them leave town.

Then she comes out with the real reason.

“I’m scared of heights!”

“You better get over it quick!” he shouts at her. Rusty water lands in his eye, stinging. He wipes it away. “This thing is going down!”

“You don’t understand!” She’s crying now. “I can’t, Jack, I just caaaaan’t!”

He thinks of asking her why in hell she called for him in the first place, if that’s the case. The answer is simple. People aren’t always able to act, even when it’s in their best interest. At least not once fears have become phobias. She might have been prodded up there at gunpoint, or climbed up on her own in a blind panic, but now she’s frozen in place.

I can’t help her. All I can do is get myself killed. The redheads will continue their rampage and the Gullet will continue to expand.

So thinking—so knowing—Jack begins to climb the ladder.
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By the time he gets to the top, the ladder has taken on an appreciable tilt. He climbs over the railing, careful not to trust too much of his weight to it. Further along the curved catwalk, Mary is holding on to the railing like grim death. Her eyes are shiny with shock. She’s frozen in place.

“You fucker,” she says, not looking at him. “We’re going to die.”

“No, we’re not,” he says. “Grab me around the neck, Mary. I’m going to—”

“No!”

“I’m going to give you a piggyback.” A childhood chant comes to him: “Angel, angel, down we go.”

“NO!”

“Close your eyes and climb on.” Which makes him think of harmonizing with Mrs. T. on “Thunder Road.”

“I won’t. I can’t.” She’s staring out at the murdered town of Pernil, fingers clutching the rusty rail so hard they’re white. Is the creaking of the remaining steel legs getting louder? Jack would like to believe that’s his imagination, but the catwalk is tilting. It makes him think of the scary ride along the embankment, him clutching Mrs. T.’s steering stick, Richard clinging to the open windowframe.

Jack does the only thing he can think of. He grabs Mary’s shoulders and says, “Then I’ll throw you off, you troublesome bitch.”

At last she looks at him, her face a stretched mask of terror. “No! No! Jack, don’t! Please!”

“GET ON MY BACK OR I’LL DO IT!” he screams into her face. Part of him must mean it, because it’s either on his face or she reads it in his mind.

He turns away from her, curls his hands into stirrups, and waits for what seems an eternity before she finally seizes him around the neck.

“Chest,” he manages. “You’re choking me.”

She slides first one arm and then the other between his arms and knots her hands together.

“Feet around my thighs. Lock your ankles.”

She does it. Jack piggybacks her to the ladder.

“Close your eyes.”

“They are, they are!”

He swings first one leg over the railing, then the other. It’s difficult, given her weight. He has to trust the shaky railing with their combined weight as he feels for the first rung of the ladder. Warmth cascades down his back; Mary has wet herself. Incredibly she tells him, “Couldn’t hold it. Sorry. Not sorry. You deserved it, Jack.”

At last he gropes his foot to the top rung. Then the next. He slides a hand down one of the railing’s supporting struts, rust sifting through his clenched fist, until he can get down two more. Then he can let go of the strut and grope for the top rung. He has to bend over to do it and for a moment they totter. Mary shrieks in his ear, stabbing straight through to his brain, and Jack thinks That’s the last thing I’m going to hear in this world. Then he has the top rung of the ladder in both fists.

“We’re okay,” he says. His heart is thundering, and if it starts that arrhythmia shit now, they are going to be in big trouble. “Just… no more screaming, okay? Please?”

“Get me down from here, asshole.” It’s a whimper rather than a scream.

Halfway down the ladder, one of the rusty rungs snaps. They start to fall backward. Mary shrieks again. Jack grabs the siderails of the ladder, ears ringing. The next rung holds them. The rest of the descent goes all right.

When Jack steps on the ground, Mary lets go of him and starts to pound his back. He turns around and before he can grab her fists, she baffs him in the mouth and biffs him in the neck. That second one really hurts.

“Stop it!” Coughing. “Mary, stop!”

They are still underneath the water tower, getting soaked. Mary’s hair is plastered to her cheeks. He has to laugh, even though it hurts his bruised throat. No Prince Charming who ever rescued the lady fair from her tower prison was pissed on and punched for his efforts. “Mary, I saved you! I saved you!”

“You’re the reason I was up there in the first place! I hate this fucking town and you brought me here!” She pulls one of her fists free and begins to whale on him again. All at once Jack thinks of Pay in the lobby of the Good Rest Hotel, bugling “First prize, three nights in Pernil! Second prize, six nights in Pernil!” He starts to laugh again.

“Why are you laughing, you son of a whore? I’ll give you something to laugh about!”

She redoubles her blows—shoulders, chest, stomach—but Jack can’t stop. It’s relief; it’s hysteria. He hears what he thinks at first is a dog barking, but it’s too high, too almost-human: Yark! Yark! Yark-yark-yark!

Richard is still a safe distance away, but in an attack position, low to the ground, stubby front paws splayed wide, claws digging at the dirt.

Jack is suddenly aware that while Mary has been scolding and he’s been laughing, the groaning of the water tower has intensified, and they are now no longer beneath a dripping shower head but in a moderate waterfall.

“We need to get out of here.”

Jack seizes one of the fists that’s been beating his chest and yanks Mary out from beneath the shadow of the water tower. He drags her to the Binny Ding and shoves her into the passenger seat. Mary is cursing a blue streak in a jumble of American English and the speech. Richard leaps into her lap. She screams and shoves him into the footwell.

“Stop it, Mary.” And without even thinking about it: “He’s my friend.”

“Does it bite?” She’s looking mistrustfully at Richard, who is looking mistrustfully back, ears flat against the graying fur of his skull.

“No.”

Although you sort of deserve it.

The water tower is tilting, tottering. Jack puts Mrs. Talbot in Forward, turns in a tight circle, and tells her to scat like a motherfucker.

“I don’t understand scat like a motherfucker, Major—”

“Fast! Go fast!”

The Binny speeds down Pernil’s main street, jouncing over another body—Jack thinks it might have been Freddy, the hardcase drop-rider who got mad when Pay suggested he fellate Hector the puppet—just as the water tower finally crashes to earth behind them. The seams split. A flood ensues. It chases Mrs. Talbot all the way to the far end of town, carrying tables, chairs, bodies, and assorted trash with it. The water rises up the sides of the Binny Ding, and Richard jumps back into Mary’s lap to keep from getting soaked.

“Are you sure it doesn’t bite?”

“Stop worrying about the Bumbler and start worrying about how well you can swim.”

But the water begins to recede, spreading into the side streets and alleys. Main Street is temporarily a river. Only the beatific smiling face of Lady Peace is above the water. To Jack the crashed water tower looks like a half-submerged robot monster in a science-fiction movie.

“I think Pernil is toast.”

“Wet toast,” Mary says. She’s stroking Richard’s fur with one hand and patting her face with the other, as if to make sure she’s still a corporeal being.

“I see what you did there,” Jack says. He points at her and begins to laugh.

Mary gives him one of those hard if-looks-could-kill stares, but she can’t hold it. She begins to laugh herself. Soon they are both howling. Richard looks from one to the other with an expression that says I have thrown in my lot with lunatics.

Which makes Jack laugh harder than ever.
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The trolley stop has also been destroyed by the redheads, but it’s in the open, plenty of sightlines in all directions, and Jack reckons it’s as good a place as any to recover a little. He and Mary find a litter of broken boards under what remains of the platform. They gather them. When Richard brings a few twigs curled in his paws, she takes them and says thankee-sai. Jack lights this kindling with his butane stick, and soon they have a roaring fire. He heats up more beans and bokkie. When he serves out, she eats with a will, shoveling it in almost faster than she can chew. She has taken off her denim pants and mocs to dry by the fire.

“When did you last eat?”

She shakes her head. “A real meal? Can’t say. At first I was so hungover I couldn’t. I don’t know what those cowboys were giving me to drink, but it must have been ninety proof. At least. Look at him! Is he cute, or what?” Richard is once again tilting his plate and letting the food slide into his mouth. “Where did you get him? I’m betting it wasn’t in a Territories pet store.”

“It’s a long story. I’m more interested in yours. Last time I saw you, you were locked in a jail cell. You—”

“Pay’s dead, isn’t he?”

“Yes. I’m sorry. A couple of kids from America-side killed him while I was… away.”

“Getting Cokes for Youngblood, I suppose.”

“Yes.” Also trying to find out what happened to Dale, although that’s nothing he wants to go into after their narrow escape.

“I hate that fucker. What is it you call him?”

“The Big Kahuna.”

“I’d like to cut his throat.”

He doesn’t reply, although he’s had similar feelings from time to time. Mary mentioning Coke makes Jack think about the stuff he bought for the BK in Lincoln. What seemed fairly important once upon a time is now no more than dust in the wind.

“How did kids from America-side get over here, and why did they kill him? Pay wouldn’t hurt a fly.” Tears are standing in her eyes. Soon they’ll roll down her dirty cheeks.

“In time I’ll tell you everything. Right now I want to know what happened to you.”

“I was locked up when you and Pay left for Reevin, right?”

It’s Riven, but Jack doesn’t bother correcting her. “Yes.”

“I screamed at Pay,” Mary says, looking into the fire. In its light, she looks younger. “I remember that much. I called him Freddy Faggot from Faggotville. He was good to me, and that’s the way I said goodbye.”

“You didn’t know.”

“I don’t think that excuses it.” Richard goes slowly to her, belly low and ears down, as if he expects to be swatted. Instead, she strokes the top of his head and he creeps into her lap, looking up at her raptly.

“I like him,” she says. “Is it a him?”

“Yes. Richard’s a him.” And what is Jack feeling? A stab of jealousy? Surely not.

“He’s soothing.”

“If you say so. What happened, Mary? Tell me.”

Mary says, “I slept most of the day you left. Jack, did I bite the constable? Tell me that didn’t happen.”

“It happened.”

She turns bright red. “Oh. My. God.”
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Richard has closed his eyes. Between Mary’s positive strokes and the warmth of the fire, he seems to have gone to sleep. His claws retract into his paws, making Jack think of another rhyme, not how he must give a bell to Cornell’s cell, but a grammar lesson from what was called junior high back in his day: No drama, use the comma! It indicates the pause before the clause!

“When I woke up again,” Mary says, “it was afternoon. I felt a little better, but I’d puked down my front. A lady came in—Bella, her name was—with food and a basin of soapy water and some fresh clothes. The constable asked me if I could behave and when I said yes, he let this Bella into the cell with me and said, ‘I’m putting you on your honor.’ My mother used to say that when she left our apartment. ‘Merry-Berry,’ she’d say, ‘I’m putting you on your honor.’ So I told the constable I’d be good. I said I was through being a bitch. I guess I wasn’t. You’ve got a bruise on your throat, Jack. Also, I pissed on you.”

“You were frightened.”

“Scared to death is what I was. I cry your pardon, but ever since I was a little girl, I’ve been scared of heights. Even looking down from a third-floor balcony is enough to make my stomach flutter. Ending up on that water tower thing served me right, I guess.”

“Finish your story.” He has to go back to town, but he doesn’t want to tell her that just yet. She might freak out. Probably will.

“The constable went out to give me and Bella some privacy. I took off my clothes and she washed me. She was very gentle. She gave me food and I ate. She saw the eye tattoos in my palms and asked if I was a seeress.” Mary laughs. “Never heard that one before. Actress and princess and hostess, but never seeress. I said I was, and she asked me what I saw in her future. I tried, because she was good to me, even washed the puke out of my hair, but I saw nothing. Just blackness. Do you think she’s dead?”

“I don’t know,” Jack says. He knows.

“She wished me well and left. Constable Destry came back from his rounds and took a pistol with a long rusty barrel out of his bottom desk drawer. Had to be an antique. He said he had a funny feeling, a bad one, but I shouldn’t worry about it. He told me again he was putting me on my honor, and unlocked the cell. We played cards half the night. Watch Me. Do you know that one?”

Jack nods. He’s played it with many people in Dezi, and the only one he could never beat is Youngblood’s foreman, Ayden Hestin.

“I slept in the cell, waiting for you and Pay to come back. Slept good, the way I do after a bender. One night I dreamed of Pay in a white coffin. It was open, and half of his face was burned off. Did that happen? Tell me, Jack.”

“Yes.”

“Was he still alive when you found him?”

“Yes. He told me he loved you.”

“I think you’re lying, but I choose to believe it.”

“Go on with your story.”

“I guess I could have gone back to that hotel, but I didn’t want to. Nasty place. Destry’s cell was better. I woke up one morning—maybe it was a week, maybe more, maybe less—and Destry wasn’t there. He’d been sleeping in the other cell, so I guess he didn’t have a little wifey at home. My cell was open, and the office was unlocked. I could have gone out, I was hungry, but I didn’t want to. I felt like something awful was coming. A storm. You get feelings like that, don’t you?”

“Yes. I call them my intuitions.”

“I was just deciding I had to go out and get some food at the Good Boy Good—I had some scrip left because those drop-riders bought all my drinks—when the constable came back. He brought me a scrambled egg popkin, like a burrito, and said he had to go out again. I said I’d go with him and he said I better not because there had been some murders. He used a word in the speech I didn’t know, but I knew what it meant, just the same: devilwork. He said several people in town had been killed, their throats cut, and ten or twelve children were gone.”

“Not children,” Jack says. “Teenagers.”

“How do you know that?”

“I know. Go on.”

“They came back. More of them. Lots more.”
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Sitting there in the warmth of the fire, stroking the dozing billy-bumbler, she tells Jack she heard explosions, screams, and wild laughter.

“They broke into that bar, of course, the Bucket, and they were drinking. Youngsters, not used to it. It made them crazy.”

“They didn’t need booze to do that,” Jack says.

“I knew when they were coming to the constable’s office. No one had to tell me, I knew because of…”

She shows him the eyes tattooed on her palms.

“I ran from the cell where I’d been staying and huddled in the kneehole of Constable Destry’s desk. It was all I could think of. They came in and saw the cells were empty. One of them flang a bottle against the wall. Then they left. I thought they might light the office on fire or blow it up, but they didn’t. There was a little window in my cell. I could stand on my bunk and look out through the bars and see the town burning down. Jack, they had trucks. They had guns, too. Modern ones, not old like Constable Destry’s. Some even more than modern, like guns in a science-fiction movie. Missiles… and this flying thing like a mini-helicopter, I don’t know what it was…”

Jack, who has spent time on America-side long after Mary was kidnapped in 1976, thinks she’s talking about a drone.

“I kept waiting for them to finish their butchery and move on. It seemed like they never would. Twice more they came into the constable’s office and each time I crept into that kneehole. Not a good hiding place, but the closet was locked. They busted in the closet door, anyway, so it was good I didn’t hide in there. I kept expecting to be discovered and have my throat cut, but they didn’t find me. One of them walked right past me. Jack, they all had red hair!”

“I know.”

“Do you? I suppose you do. How many are there?”

He lifts his open hands to his shoulders. “Delah.”

“There was a stink. I think one of them must have taken a crap in the corner.”

Jack isn’t surprised. As a detective, he was at several home invasion scenes where burglars had left nasty calling cards. Usually semen, sometimes shit.

“I don’t know how long I spent going from my cell to the kneehole, but each time those redheads came in, I knew before it happened.” She puts her hands to her temples and taps lightly. In her lap, Richard turns over and begins to snore softly. “I told you, what I have is stronger out here.”

“You did.”

“I spent two days hiding, or maybe it was three. I don’t know for sure. Time can be funny out here. Sometimes it seems to… kind of slip. Maybe because there are only two Beams left?”

“Maybe.”

“There was a bag of kupa nuts in one of his desk drawers. Do you ken kupa?”

He nods. Territories cashews.

“I ate those. I slept, sometimes in my bunk, sometimes in the kneehole of the desk. I was afraid to go out, because it was all hooraw and laughing and fires and blowing things up. They finished all the booze from the Bucket, then found more. Went staggering around with glasses and bottles like a cocktail party in hell. It came night. Third night? Fourth? I don’t know, but the kupa nuts were gone. I was so hungry. I had to piss in his desk drawers and it was dripping… like us under the water tower, remember?”

Jack nods.

She gives a bitter jag of a laugh. “All right, here’s where I got in trouble. Well, no, I’ve been in trouble ever since you and Pay left me in this hemorrhoid of a town, but this was worse trouble and I made it for myself. I should have made marks in the kneehole to mark the time, like the Count of Monte Cristo or one of those old-time storybook heroes, but I never did. I hoped they’d move on, but they kept staying. You know?”

“Yes.”

“Jack, I was just so scared. But I knew I couldn’t go on hiding there like a rabbit in a hole. Eventually they’d find me, or burn down that little constable’s office around me and I’d cook.

“I thought I could get out of town while they were sleeping it off. I did some stretching exercises because my legs were all pins and needles from being crammed into that kneehole—by then I didn’t dare sleep in the cell—and then I went out. Everything was quiet. There were bodies in the street. Not the constable’s. Some of the townspeople tried to fight, I guess, but they didn’t have no luck against those super-science guns and their flying thing.

“The sun wasn’t up and there was just a little early light. I walked right up the boardwalk, big as Billy-be-damned. One of those redheads was sleeping in the empty water trough outside what was left of the livery stable. I went into the restaurant. Shouldn’t have done that, but I kept thinking about that burrito thing Constable Destry brought me, obsessing about it, how it was full of scrambled eggs with little bits of onion and peppers… I was so fucking hungry… and also… well…”

She won’t meet his eyes. She’s looking down at Richard. Stroking his fur. Taking comfort. “I was a little bit high, all right? Not like I was that night in the barroom, but high for sure. Kupa nuts wasn’t all I found in Destry’s desk. There was a bottle, too. That stuff they call pishwish.”

Jack nods. She’s talking about Territories whiskey.

“I nipped at it. I suppose for what they used to call Dutch courage. Do they still say that, America-side?”

“Yes.”

“I wasn’t falling-down-sloppy, but high enough to make bad decisions. I saw the restaurant was still standing, so I went in to see if I could find something to eat. Thinking about that burrito, you know?”

“Sure.”

“I should have backed right out when I saw a bunch of them sleeping it off on the floor or sprawled facedown on tables that hadn’t been thrown out of the broken front windows. But I had my Dutch courage and I was hungry. So I snuck into the kitchen. Quiet as a mouse. All I found was some moldy bread and a crock of honey. They didn’t leave nothing else. I picked off the mold best as I could and put the honey on the bread and rolled it up and ate it. Then I left, but on the way out I kicked one of the chairs. It fell over with a terrible clatter. Two of them woke up. I ran out the door and down the street. They chased me, yelling. If I’d been wearing a dress, I think they would have had me. Others heard and came out of wherever they were sleeping it off. The one in the water trough sat up and tried to grab my pants. He shouted crimpah, crimpah, it’s a crimpah. You know what that means?”

“Yes.”

Richard whines, opens his eyes, and looks up at her.

“Did I pull your fur? Say sorry. Go back to sleep.”

Richard puts his head down on her thigh, and Jack feels that stab again. Jealousy for sure.

“They chased me to the water tower. I climbed the ladder. It was that or be caught. I didn’t even think about being afraid of heights then, you know. I was in a blind panic.”

Jack takes one of her hands and gives it a brief squeeze. She squeezes back, then returns to stroking the bumbler. There’s a clump-clud sound from behind them. Jack grabs the butt of his gun, but it’s only Mrs. Talbot, folding away her solar panels for the night.

“I got up on that little balcony doojigger, the one that goes around the middle of the tower—”

“The catwalk.”

“Yes. I found a door, but when I opened it all I could see was water. One of those redheads started to climb the ladder and another one said ‘Don’t fash yourself. Watch this.’ He shot his science-fiction gun at one of the legs and blew it off. The whole tower shook. I screamed and held onto the railing. As if that would do any good. They liked to hear me screaming, Jack. By then all of them were standing around in a circle, looking up and laughing their fool heads off. Saying crimpah, crimpah, come on down, crimpah, if you fuck us all, we might leave you be.”

She’s crying again.

“I stole from my mother’s purse when I was a kid, and sometimes I faked being psychic, and I had a way of going home with bad men, especially after I had a few, but I’m no crimpah.”

“I hear you.”

“Most of them down there were boys but there were a few girls, their hair all streaked red and dye running down their faces like warpaint, and one of the girls said, ‘Let me have a try, Bass.’ He gave her the science-fiction gun and she blew off another of the legs. I screamed again, and begged them for mercy. I said I’d come down and fuck them if they really would let me go. That made them laugh harder than ever. The one called Bass, he had a scar down the side of his face, he said, ‘We were just playin witcha. No one wants to fuck a crimpah like you.’ But then something happened. I don’t know how to tell you, or how to describe it, except… you know how animals are supposed to know when an earthquake is coming?”

“I’ve heard they can sense it.”

“The redheads sensed something right then. I felt it, too. A kind of pulling in my head.”

The Gullet, Jack thinks.

“Anyway, the one with the scar—Bass—blew off a third leg of the tower. Then they went. Not on horseback or on mulies or donks, in trucks! Never seen so many motors since that big bald fuck grabbed me in NYC and brought me to Mid-World. Some with wheels, some with treads. The ones with treads had big guns, like howitzers, on their ass ends. I could have gone down then, except I couldn’t. Every time I went to the ladder, I couldn’t. I’d look down and just couldn’t. I would have gone down eventually, wouldn’t I? Once I got hungry enough and the groaning got loud enough? I would have, wouldn’t I?”

“Sure,” Jack says, but he wonders. How many days did she spend hiding in Destry’s office, and how long was she up there, frozen by terror? He doesn’t know. How many days since he and Pay left her and headed out to Riven? He doesn’t know that, either. The Territories are Mid-World, Mid-World is the Territories, and she’s right—time is funny over on this side.

“I made a promise while I was up there. I promised God… or Gan… that if I got down, I’d never drink again. That’s a promise I mean to keep.”

“Good for you,” Jack says, hoping he sounds like he believes her.

“What next? Are we going home?”

“Do you mean Dezi?”

She laughs. “I guess that’s home for us now, isn’t it?”

Jack hasn’t thought that far ahead. Now he tries to. There are a few guns in Dezi, most of them locked up in Edward Youngblood’s Rosewood Hall and most—like Aaron Destry’s pistol—old and unreliable. There are more weapons in the NCP armories, but those are locked up. At least they were.

The redheads could skip Dezi entirely, the pickings would be richer in the south and the north, but Jack doesn’t think they will. Edward Youngblood is the only strongman left on the Arc since Warrock, the governor of North’ard Baronies, supposedly died of a heart attack (some, Ryall Connors included, think he might have been poisoned). Going to Dezi, killing Youngblood and thus killing any organized opposition to their rampaging, makes a degree of sense.

Only the redheaded peckerwoods don’t seem to have sense. Nor do they seem especially interested in thievery; what they enjoy is burning and blowing things up with their sci-fi weaponry. They are more like migrating birds than an army with an organized goal. So why Dezi instead of the smaller towns?

Just intuition.

“Jack? What are you thinking about?”

“That I need to go back to Pernil. Assuming the constable’s office is still standing. Is it?”

“Yes. Why?”

“I have to get the Coke and a book. Destry was keeping them for me. I got them for Youngblood. If we’re going back to Dezi, I should bring that stuff. Keep him sweet.” Assuming he’s still there. “You stay here with Richard.”

He gets to his feet. Mary picks Richard up, sets him aside (he blinks sleepily), and stands up, too. “Like hell I will. You’re not leaving my sight.”

“Would it do any good to argue with you?”

“Not a bit.”
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They go back to the ruins of Pernil in the Binny Ding. Jack drives, Mary rides shotgun, Richard sits on her lap like a little emperor, looking around with bright interest.

The three fucked-up musketeers, Jack thinks.

This is dry country most of the year, and the thousands of gallons from the water tower are already being sucked into the ground, but the unpaved sections of the main street are still full of puddles, especially where the armored vehicles the redheads were driving have left deep tracks. Mrs. T. splashes through them, and Jack pulls up at the constable’s office. Something has blown off a corner of the building, but unlike most of the buildings in town, it’s been built of stone-hard adobe instead of wood. Jack thinks it’s probably still standing for that reason.

He expects the Coca-Cola to be gone, and it is. They Shoot Horses, Don’t They? has been cast aside under the bunk in the cell Mary didn’t occupy, and although the cover is a little smudged, it looks pretty much okay otherwise. Which is to say not pissed on or used for toilet paper. When he starts to leave, Mary catches his arm.

“Check the closet.”

Jack points to the closet door, which is hanging askew from the top hinge. “No point. They will have looted anything that was worth looting.”

“Top shelf. Way in the back.”

Mostly to please her, he stands on tiptoe and feels around, hoping he won’t get rat-bit. He touches something. He pulls it out. It’s the totesack that was a Yeti bag on America-side, and he hears bottles clink inside. He looks in and sees Cooa-Cooa Ori Tay, also known as Coke. He looks at Mary and grins. She grins back.

“Told you, Jack—what I’ve got is stronger out here.”

From outside on the boardwalk, Richard begins his high-pitched barking, which seems to mean hurry up, come and see. Carrying the bag and the book, Jack draws his gun and follows Mary to see what has fashed the bumbler.

Richard is standing on his back legs in the muddy street, looking up, neck fully extended. Standing in front of him, head lowered so their noses almost touch, is an old friend.

“Golden Boy!” Jack cries. “I’ll be damned!”

If he had spared a thought for the big palomino—and to his shame, he hasn’t—he would have believed Boy was still in Riven… or dead, if the redheads had rampaged there. Maybe even turned into a vampire horse, if such things were possible. Yet here he is—somehow—skinny, ribs showing, but (as they say in this part of the world) real as roses.

He strokes Golden Boy’s neck, and rummages in Mrs. T.’s heap of supplies. Among the bounty of goods Mayor Freel Ginley has packed is a sack of cinnamon-dusted apple slices and a bag of cornmeal. Jack gives Golden Boy several slices and a double handful of meal. The feel of the horse nuzzling his cupped hands makes him happy. Boy is wearing a hand-braided jaquima that’s come loose. There are no reins, just a long trailing rope.

After pausing to stroke Boy, Mary hurries down the street, splashing through puddles. Jack asks where she’s going.

“The stable, or what’s left of it. There may be some feed that hasn’t burned up.”

It turns out there are two bags of oats that have only been singed. Jack tosses one into the Binny’s cargo compartment and Mary tosses in the other.

“Did you know that stuff was there?” he asks. “Like you knew about the Coke?”

“Just guessed. I don’t suppose I could have one of those soda-pops, could I?”

“Sure, you earned it. I’ll have one, too. But later, when we camp.”

“Sounds like a plan.” She’s wearing an expression that he doesn’t think he’s ever seen before. It might be contentment.

“Jack?”

“What?”

“I’m glad you came. Glad to be alive. You know?”

“I do know.” He smiles. “Me too.”
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Golden Boy follows them back to the trolley platform. Richard stands on Mary’s lap, paws on her shoulder, looking back at the horse. Their fire has burned low. Jack builds it up, then spreads a fan of oats on the ground for Boy. He is thinking that with Golden Boy walking behind them, they won’t be able to move along as fast as he’d like to. He won’t ask the big horse to trot for a long distance, let alone gallop. Boy has made an epic journey. Right now they have quite a few hours of daylight left, and ought to make some miles. Going to Dezi might be stupid, certainly it’s dangerous, but that doesn’t change the fact that he’s anxious to get back. Did he call it home, that harbor town of sloping pink kinna stone terraces leading down to the harbor? No, that was Mary, but still, Dezi’s where he and Sophie were the happiest.

You don’t say Dezzi, not if you’re a native, he thinks. You say Dez-I. Like starting to say desire.

He looks around to tell Mary they ought to get going, and at first can’t spot her. She’s taken a blanket from the back of the Binny Ding and is sleeping in the shade of the trolley platform… or what remains of it. Richard is curled up beside her, nose to tail. She’s exhausted, of course, and will Jack wake her? Never in life. Dezi can wait another day.

He fills a small basin from one of the waterbags the Mayor’s boys packed, and holds it for Golden Boy to drink.

“Richard’s decided Mary’s his prime human, so it’s just you and me, big boy. You must have had some adventures.” He strokes the side of Boy’s neck. “We’re a couple of survivors, aren’t we?”

He looks out at the parched and hilly landscape that will turn green with the first rain.

“So far, at least. We’ll worry about tomorrow tomorrow. Do I need to tether you? I don’t think so. Just whinny if you sense danger.”

He lies down next to Mary in the shade, stroking Richard’s fur and looking up at a blue sky framed in shattered boards. He asks himself again where home is. He grew up in Los Angeles, where Paul Newman once bought him and his mom ice cream sodas at Schwab’s. He spent part of his childhood in an out-of-season New Hampshire resort town and part of it on the road, both America-side and Territories-side. Later he lived in Wisconsin, and now when he visits America it’s Nebraska he goes to, but the town of Hemingford Home isn’t home. The harbor town built on pink kinna stone terraces above the blue Arc o’ the Gulf is as close to home as he’s ever going to get, he supposes, but he has an idea that Speedy Parker had the right of it: he’s Travelin’ Jack, long way to go, long way to come back.

“That’s my goddam ka,” he says.

He closes his eyes. Sleeps. When he wakes up, it’s too late to go anywhere. He makes them a meal, they drink Cooa-Cooa Ori Tay, and he tells Mary everything that has happened since he and Pay left Pernil in the bucka. It’s quite a story.

“It was supposed to be a two-day trip,” he tells Mary. “Three at most. A fucking jaunt.”

“You got a surprise, didn’t you?”

“You say true.”

By the time Jack finishes his tale, it’s dark and in the distance, wolves—the four-legged kind—are howling at the moon.
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They leave for Dezi the next day after a hearty breakfast. Golden Boy clip-clops obediently along behind Mrs. Talbot. They take the Old Gilead Road, which roughly parallels the trolley line. They are barely half an hour outside of Pernil when they come upon poor old Winola, lying on her side like a dead dog. From somewhere inside her, an automated voice says “Software is updating” over and over.

“It sounds lonely,” Mary says. “I guess that’s stupid.”

“It isn’t.”

Written on the side of the trolley, either in dried birdberry juice or blood, is a motto Jack has come to loathe: DEAD PEOPLE DON’T CARE.

Over the next hill they come upon Aaron Destry. He’s been staked out and stripped naked… except for his shor’boots and his star, which is pinned to one nipple. Jack stops Mrs. T. and gets out. Richard jumps down with Mary, but wants nothing to do with the late constable. He scurries to Golden Boy and sits in the palomino’s shadow.

Constable Destry died badly. The birds have feasted on the soft jellies of his eyes and most of his nose. His wrists and ankles have been tied with lengths of rawhide rope attached to pegs driven deep into the ground. Mary falls on her knees beside him, perhaps to pray, but leaps back up at once, brushing frantically at the red ants crawling on her forearms.

“Jesus, they’re biting me!”

She backs away. Jack approaches Destry and sees more ants crawling in and out of his mouth, vacant eyesockets, the remains of his nose.

“They staked him out on an anthill,” Jack says. He’s seen this in the movies, but never expected to see it in real life.

Mary is breathing in short, quick breaths. Almost gasps. “They took him alive. To do this. It was Bass’s girlfriend’s idea.”

He could tell her that she’s wrong in spite of what she sees, that it’s Kinneston and his girlfriend, Tara Lynne Speckhoffer, who are responsible for all this, but it wouldn’t be strictly true. He has no doubt Kinneston and Speckhoffer were ejected from the Gullet instead of being pulled in to stay, vomited out like a poisoned meal, and for what purpose? Because whatever force is living in there wanted them set loose to rip and rave. Jack doesn’t know where they are, or how much damage they and their redhaired acolytes are capable of. All he knows is that Destry was one of the good guys—a coppiceman—and look what’s become of him.

Just look.

“Cover him with one of the blankets until I get back.”

“What—”

“Just cover him!” Jack snaps. “Wait for me. I won’t be long.” He gives her the Glock that another seeress, Maeve Quiller, gave him. “Be careful with it. The safeties are off.”

“Where are you going?”

“Winola.”

She doesn’t ask why. Perhaps she knows.
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There is a maintenance compartment in the back of the trolley. Inside he finds computerized electronic equipment. There’s a bank of lights below a row of switches. A few—very few—lights are still winking on and off. To Jack they look tired. That is undoubtedly what his freshman English instructor would have called a case of the pathetic fallacy, but Jack doesn’t care; they really do look tired.

“Software updating,” Winola says. “This will take a few moments. Software updating.”

Jack pushes a number of buttons to try and stop the voice—it’s driving him bugshit—but nothing works. There are tools in the closet and a shovel, perhaps for when sand blew over the trolley track. Jack takes it.

He and Mary take turns digging up the tough sod and then the stony earth beneath. The day latens. They feed Boy and Richard. The sweat runs down their faces and they brush off biting red ants. Neither complains. Mary, although still weak from her ordeal, insists on doing her fair share. She doesn’t say why and doesn’t have to. Jack knows. Destry was good to her, and all the thanks he got was a bite on the arm.

In movies, gravedigging looks easy. You see the first few shovelfuls, then a cut to the finished grave, neatly squared off. It’s not that way in actuality. Destry’s grave is just a ragged hole, but Jack wants to go deep enough so that any animals smelling the corpse won’t be able to dig it up. That, at least, is the hope. Finally it’s done. They wrap him in a blanket shroud, lower him down, and cover the fresh grave with rocks. Richard helps, bringing pebbles in his paws, even digging a little. Mary thanks him, strokes his head, and calls him sai.

Jack asks Mary if she wants to set the late constable on with a word. She shakes her head, then changes her mind. She steps to the head of the grave and spreads her hands, which are badly blistered. In the speech she says, “Gan bi bin.”

Gan be with him.

She steps back and gestures to Jack. He spreads his hands as she did. English always comes hard over here, especially after talking in the speech, but he manages a few words: “May you do well, and may your spirit fly free.”

Standing on his hind legs, paws also spread, Richard speaks for the first time. His voice is perfectly clear.

“Free.”
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“You’re tired,” Jack says. He’s pretty tired himself. “What say we camp here?”

She shakes her head violently. “By his grave? Never in life, Jack.”

So they move on, putting three hills between them and Aaron Destry’s final resting place. Mary says that’s good enough. By the time Jack has gathered enough wood for a fire, she’s fast asleep in the shade of the Binny Ding. Richard lies beside her, watching as Jack kindles a fire.

Mary wakes up long enough to eat some supper and drink several cups of water drawn from one of the waterskins, then goes back to sleep. Jack stays awake until the stars come out. Far to the east, he hears either rumbles of thunder or explosions. He thinks the latter.

He believes the redheaded peckerwoods, with or without Kinneston and Speckhoffer, have reached the Clean Sea.






PART TWO LE SALAIRE DE LA PEUR


It’s five minutes before nine. In Paris.

—Victor Manzon

You see what I did there?

—Payton Orville
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[image: Jack Sawyer watches a violent explosion tear through the forest, sending earth, rocks, and splintered debris outward among the trees.]

NEBRASKA
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The destruction of Pernil was mirrored by the destruction of downtown Hemingford Home, the seat of Hemingford County (another echo, do it please ya). Several days before those regrettable events, a farmer named Tom Tellford in neighboring Elm County was out rambling with his dog before starting his morning chores. He was also doing his morning meditations.

He had learned this practice not from some evangelist or TV guru but in the program of Alcoholics Anonymous. He had been on the verge of losing his wife, his family, and his farm before coming to AA. It was suggested (actually mandated) that he find a sponsor, and after his first few meetings he settled on the Taylor City postmaster. Denny B., as he was known in the Program, was an old-timer with twenty years of sobriety. He took Tom on, provided his new pigeon agreed to start every day with a half hour of meditation, chiefly consisting of a gratitude list. “Because,” Denny B. said, “a grateful alcoholic never gets drunk. You can take that to the bank.”

Back then, surveying the shambles he had made of his life, Tom would have walked through Taylor City stark naked if assured it would save his farm and his marriage. Five years later, the farm was on a paying basis (as much as any other smallhold farm in Nebraska, anyway), his marriage was secure (as much as any long marriage can be said to be secure), his daughters were talking to him again, and he was still doing his meditations on his morning walk with Dicky Boy, who was a mongrel (“A Heinz 57 with a bloodhound’s nose and a Boxer’s behind,” Tom would tell folks who asked), but a mighty fine dog just the same.

On this day Tom was also picking up litter. The wide bib pocket of his overalls was stuffed with it. Tom had four hundred acres planted with corn and soybeans, and at least fifty acres of rocky undeveloped land that wasn’t worth a fart in a windstorm. He knew he should sell that parcel (assuming he could find a buyer), but Dicky Boy liked to ramble there, and so did he. He was picking up litter because his farm was only two miles from the dead end of Goshen Road, where Sheriff Dale Gilbertson’s prowl car had been found with the keys in the ignition. Over three hundred volunteers had combed the surrounding countryside—including Tom’s fifty acres of scrubland, of course—in search of either Gilbertson or the rogue teens who had presumably taken him and probably killed him. The volunteers found no one, but now that the search was over, Tom found plenty of the searchers’ leavings. Not just trampled bushes but crumpled cigarette packages, butts, orange peels, apple cores, potato chip bags, meat snack wrappers, a hat with O’Reilly Auto Parts on the bill, AA batteries (presumably dead), plastic bags, Styrofoam cups, gum wrappers, the remains of a sandwich crawling with ants, an empty Skoal can, and a toilet paper roll hung on a bush. Tom did not go behind the bush to discover what else that particular volunteer might have left. Tom picked it all up except the crust of sandwich. That he left because of the admittedly romantic idea that even ants had families to support. He was grateful that so many folks had turned out in hopes of finding the missing sheriff (including Tom himself, along with his wife and grown daughters). At the same time he was irritated that those same folks could be so thoughtless as to leave all this happy crappy behind.

He picked up a crumpled Kleenex and looked around for Dicky Boy. No sign of him.

“DB!” he called. “DB, come!”

The dog emerged from the bushes, whined, and disappeared again. Curious, Tom pushed his way into the bushes himself and observed DB down on his belly, educated snout pointed at a tangle of undergrowth.

“What have you got? Come outa there.”

DB ran to Tom, jumped up, and whined. Raised with kindness, the dog was rarely afraid, but Tom thought he was now.

The bushes that had attracted DB’s attention were beaten down and broken. Tom assumed this had been done by searchers, but there was no litter in this undergrowth, not even a stray shred of cellophane dangling from a thornbush. He knelt down, elbowing DB aside when the dog pulled on the strap of his overalls. He pushed into the bushes.

What he found was the entrance to a small cave. It wasn’t deep, really no more than a pocket on the side of the hill, but the silting of dirt on the uneven rock floor had been disturbed, and near the cave’s back wall, where there was a zigzagging crack in the sandstone, he could see something that gleamed.

He crawled in further, the top of his head brushing through hanging rootlets. He couldn’t get all the way to the back because the cave sloped down precipitously, but by lying on his belly and stretching, he could grasp the object. At the same time, from that zigzagging crack, he seemed to feel a pulling sensation. He didn’t like it, tried to tell himself it was just his imagination. He’d always had a touch of claustrophobia. But if it was imagination, why was his hair rippling toward the crack, as if caught by a strong current? Was that imagination?

For a moment he feared he was stuck. He gave a hard, panicky shove with his hands and popped out of the cavelet like a cork from a bottle. Dirt from his hair pattered down on his shoulders. He uncurled his fingers and stared at his find. It was a pocketknife with a worn ivory handle inscribed with the initials DG.

Shouldn’t have touched it, there might be fingerprints.

Yes, probably, but how was he supposed to know?

He snagged his phone out of the back pocket of his Levi’s, and hit *55. After speaking with a few intermediate functionaries, he was talking to Jerome Gaithers, the man in charge of the hunt for Kinneston, Speckhoffer, and Gilbertson.

“I think you better get out here,” Tom told Gaithers. “I found something the searchers missed.”
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There was great excitement about Tom Tellford’s find (actually Dicky Boy’s). There were footprints in the cavelet, which generated a fair amount of discussion because the hollow was only three feet high at its highest point (and only eighteen inches at the back wall).

“They had to’ve been squatting,” one of the forensics guys said.

“Not just squatting,” another chimed in. “Squatting and hunched over.”

There was little doubt that Dale Gilbertson had been in the cave; the knife proved that. It had either fallen out of his pocket or he’d left it on purpose so someone would (hopefully) find it.

Gaithers’s theory was that the two teens, either with Gilbertson as their prisoner or with his body, had crammed into the cave until the volunteers had passed through this part of the search area.

Tom, who had been allowed to hang around the edges of the investigation (it was his land as well as his find, after all), found this implausible. He pointed out to Gaithers and the assembled forensics team that he, Tom, had only been able to cram in halfway, and while on his hands and knees.

Gaithers gave Tellford the complicated smile law officers reserve for civilians who insist on sticking their oar in, one that was polite, irritated, and patronizing, all at the same time. “They were desperate to hide.”

“Are you saying desperation made them shrink?”

One member of the forensics team hid a smile, which encouraged Tom to point out the obvious corollary to this piece of doubtful deduction.

“Even if the three of them did get in there… somehow… where did they go afterward? Everyone in the state is looking for them. And if they killed Sheriff Gilbertson, where’s his body?”

“All good questions,” Gaithers said. “Don’t you have weeds to pull or cows to milk, Mr. Tellford?”
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That afternoon, after Gaithers and his posse had taken photographs and plaster casts of the footprints and gone their way, Tom and Dicky Boy returned to the undeveloped fifty acres where he had found the cave. His wife would have supper on the table and he’d be late getting back for it. She would scold him, which he hated, but he felt somehow drawn back to that place. He rationalized it by telling himself the recent incursion of cops and reporters would have left more litter, so he might as well police up the area, and while he was at it get another look at that little cave. DB also seemed eager to go, although he kept emitting troubled whines that were unlike him. The dog was usually silent or full-on intruder-alert barking.

Tom ignored the yellow DO NOT CROSS tape left by the police (at places surrounding the cavelet it had come loose and was flapping in the breeze). Here was the little hole, perfectly visible now that Gaithers and the others had stamped and tramped all the bushes that had been masking the entrance. They had been good about picking up after themselves, Tom had to give them that. All he found for litter was one blue nitrile glove. He bent to pick it up, and as he did, that sensation of being pulled grew exponentially stronger.

Tom Tellford was Nebraska born and raised, had never been to either ocean, but he had seen stories on the nightly news about swimmers who had been caught in a powerful undertow, sucked relentlessly away from shore, and drowned. This was like that. DB felt it, too. His more or less constant whining became his Warning! Intruder! barks.

Tom saw the bushes being drawn toward the cavelet as if in a gale-force wind, but there was only that light breeze. Dicky Boy was low to the ground, forepaws spread as if resisting that wind, which wasn’t a wind at all but the same pull Tom had felt before, only this time much, much stronger. There was a groaning sound of the earth being stretched or torn apart.

The glove dropped by one of the forensics crew slipped from his hand and was sucked into the cavelet. Which was a cavelet no longer. Now it was a great grinning maw of darkness in the side of the hill. Within, where those zigzagging cracks had been, he could now see a glare of light.

I’m looking at another world, he thought, and the idea was at once so cataclysmically stupid and yet so persuasive that he closed his eyes and clapped his hands over them for good measure. He was aware of himself yelling, but it seemed to be coming from a great distance. “Fight it, Dicky! Fight it!”

The pull suddenly slackened, then died. DB stopped barking. Tom dropped his hands and opened his eyes. The cave was a cavelet again. The bushes that hadn’t been trampled into the ground were barely fluttering. Tom thought, I imagined it. Which he could almost believe, except for one thing.

The blue nitrile glove was gone.

He thought about getting down on his hands and knees to see if it was on the floor of the little cave, but thinking was as far as it went. He told DB to come on, and they started back to the house to get their dinner. Tom didn’t want to go anywhere near that cave. Cavelet. Whatever it was.

Ever again.
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Let us stay in Nebraska but move forward a few days in time. In his barn, Tom Tellford is putting up bales of hay. All at once he feels that tidal pull again. He looks around for Dicky Boy, who is usually close by. He’s gone, and Tom isn’t surprised. He follows the pull to the cavelet, where DB is sitting and looking into that hole, which is as small and dark as ever.

Except tire tracks are leading away from it. Which, given the size of the cave, is impossible.

“I don’t see that,” Tom says. “I refuse to see that. If I did, I might start drinkin again, so I don’t.”

The pull eases, then disappears. DB gets up with a small, satisfied woof. Man and dog return to the barn, the hay bales, the day’s chores. Tom tells himself again he did not see those tracks.

Not far from Tom Tellford’s farm, parked in the side yard of an abandoned gas station, we find a Taylor City PD prowl car. From it drifts a Seals & Crofts oldie, “Summer Breeze.” The prowler is deep in the shade of a weeping willow tree, where it cannot be easily seen by passersby on Nebraska Route 44, which runs south from Taylor City, passing through Hemingford County on its way—eventually—to Kansas. Poking out from the cruiser’s window is a Stalker radar gun. Holding it is a cop with the tattoo of a wasp on one meaty bicep. Below it are three words: BEWARE THE STINGER.

Elvis Gladstone, Elm County motor pool supervisor and chief mechanic, is not the only one who finds Officer Maynard Stingley a moderate to serious pain in the tuchus. Most of the officers on the Taylor City PD feel the same way about him. Greg Cormier certainly does. You may remember Greg. He’s the cop who busted Jack Sawyer at the Taylor City Mall before Sawyer pulled his amazing disappearing act from a police station interrogation room.

“Summer Breeze” segues into “Sailing.”

Greg would prefer to be riding solo, and if he has to be partnered up, he would wish to be partnered with anyone on the TCPD other than the Stinger. But, as Jack Sawyer would undoubtedly say, wish in one hand, shit in the other, then take a wild guess. Jerry Gaithers, the Nebraska State Patrol cop in charge of the hunt for Roy Kinneston and Tara Lynne Speckhoffer, has mandated that all police, local and state, must patrol in twos. Names were drawn out of a hat this morning, and Greg drew the Stinger. Just his luck.

Christopher Cross gives way to the Doobies, who take five minutes or so to explicate what a fool believes.

Cormier and Stingley are keeping their eyes peeled for miscreants, especially Kinneston and Speckhoffer. Greg considers it very unlikely they will spot them—he thinks those two homicidal fuckheads are long gone to the empty reaches of the Dakotas or even Saskatchewan. Still, life goes on. There are always tickets to be handed out. Route 44 is straight as a string all the way to Hemingford Home, and catching speeders is like fishing for trout in a freshly stocked pool.

Right here and now (as Jack’s old friend Wolf used to say), Stingley is posing a riddle. “What four-letter word starts with f, ends in k, and if you can’t get it, you hafta use your hand? What’s the answer, Gregster?”

Greg hates riddles, and he hates to be called the Gregster. He thinks hell might consist of being parked under a willow tree just inside the Taylor City limits, waiting for nonexistent speeders, partnered up with the Stinger, Yacht Rock on the radio.

For eternity.

“I give up, Maynard,” he says. The highway is empty. Heat shimmers off the hottop.

“A fork!” The Stinger bursts out laughing, and claps Greg on the shoulder. “Get it? Starts with f and ends with k? Cute, right?”

“I guess, but what was I supposed to think of that starts with f and ends with k?”

“Fuck! You’re a dildo, Gregster! Fuck starts with f and ends with—”

The Stinger sees the way Greg is looking at him.

“Are you pulling my leg, Gregory?”

“Gee, you think?”

The Stinger looks deeply puzzled, then brightens. “Did you hear the one about the Eye-talian chef? He pasta away. Get it? Pasta—”

A dun-colored car appears, or maybe a small pickup truck, windshield throwing off sunstars. The speedgun has it at 93 MPH.

“Light him up,” Greg tells Stingley.

Stingley hits the switch. Greg throws the prowler into gear and mats the accelerator, digging up grass and dirt. Willow fronds slap the cruiser’s windshield and then they are slueing onto Route 44, lights flashing and siren wailing. At first the car they’re chasing dwindles, but Greg is doing a hundred and ten as they pass the county line, and they begin to close the distance. Greg turns off the Sirius satellite feed just as Looking Glass launches into the tale of Brandy, who is a fine g—

Into his mic, the Stinger tells Dispatch they are chasing a little brown or olive green car, possibly a Jeep but he can’t be sure because it was moving too fast. “We are over the county line and into Hemingford, Margie. Notify their guys, will you? Route 44, three miles out of the Home, but heading into town at high speed.”

“Roger that, 19,” Marjorie Gompers says. “Stay safe.”

Now they are only a couple of hundred yards behind. “Read the plate, Maynard,” Greg snaps.

Stingley squints, nose almost touching the windshield. “No plate.”

“What is that thing? An Army surplus Jeep?”

“Don’t know. Might be something foreign, like from Korea or Croatia or somewhere.”

They are passing into the built-up area outside Hemingford Home, the county seat. There are lots of houses… a trailer park… gas stations… a convenience store…

Dude on a bike comes out of the MiniMart and pedals into the road. The speed demon bears down on him.

“Look out, look out!” Stingley cries, as if the dude on the bike could hear him. The guy looks over his shoulder and swerves away just in time, wiping out and taking a header on the pavement.

“He’s all right, getting up, keep going!” Stingley shouts. “Get that motherfucker, Gregster!”

The highspeed chase enters downtown Hemingford Home, people cowering on the sidewalks, staring at the olive-drab speed demon and the blatting TCPD cruiser in pursuit.

Highway 44 crosses 44-A, the Hemingford Parkway, at the center of town. The courthouse is on one corner, the Neutral Grounds Coffee Shop on another, Chapters Books & News on a third, an abandoned JCPenney on the fourth. Traffic at this intersection is regulated by one of only four stoplights in the entire downtown area, and it’s currently red. A few pedestrians are crossing 44, which here is called—of course it is—Main Street. They turn toward the sound of the approaching cruiser.

“Get outta there!” Greg screams at them. “Get out!”

The pedestrians scatter both ways for the provisional safety of the sidewalks. On 44-A, a huge tractor-trailer is lumbering through the intersection. The driver of the speed demon car sees it and hits the brakes. The tires scream on the asphalt, sending up blue smoke and leaving long black tracks. One of the front tires explodes. A hubcap rolls away, flashing in the sun, and bangs off a parking meter. The car… Jeep… whatever it is… slides to a stop. The doors open. A girl leaps out of the passenger side. A young man gets out on the driver’s side more slowly. He has a bloodstained rag, maybe a bandanna, wrapped around his upper thigh. Both have bright red hair. Both are armed, the girl with a pistol and the man with some sort of weird rifle that has a horn-shaped muzzle, almost like the bell of a trumpet.

“Guns! Guns!” the Stinger bellows, drawing his own.

Greg stamps the brake with both feet. The Taylor City cruiser slues to a stop about sixty feet from the Jeep—it’s almost definitely a Jeep, but not of American make. Greg is out on his side, drawing his own weapon. Stingley has his door open but is having trouble with his seatbelt release.

“Weapons down, both of you!” Greg shouts. “Put em down!”

The girl laughs and points her gun at him. Greg fires, but in the air, afraid of hitting the pedestrians that are clustered on the other side of Main Street, many filming with their fucking cell phones. “Drop your weapon, drop your weapon!”

Tara Lynne Speckhoffer laughs again. It’s high and crazy, like the chittering of an angry monkey.

She means to kill me, Greg thinks. She really does.

He hits the pavement, which is baking with unseasonable October heat. His Glock is jarred out of his hand and skitters away. There’s a strange, high-pitched sound—he will describe it later as a bolting sound, unaware of what he means, only knowing it’s the right word. Something passes just above him, a kind of pocket hurricane of compressed air. The soaped-blind windows of the JCPenney store blow in.

Instead of shooting at the prone cop, Roy Kinneston turns his weird rifle on the cruiser. A line of brilliant, fiery light runs from the muzzle to the front of the police car. The hood flies up and then flies off. The windshield explodes inward. The Stinger is still struggling with his seatbelt when his head and neck part company with his shoulders. Also laughing, Kinneston swings his rifle at the courthouse. This time the light from the barrel is a rapid stutter. Huge invisible fists pound the venerable building’s stone sides, and the front half comes down in an avalanche of broken stone. Pedestrians run, screaming. The girl shoots. Bolt-Bolt-Bolt goes the gun in her hand, and it sends the shoppers flying, some in pieces.

Kinneston shouts something and aims his rifle—whatever it is—at Neutral Grounds. This time the fire shooting from the barrel is pinkish-orange, and the café blows sky-high. Greg Cormier crawls after his pistol, still unable to believe what’s happening.

The tractor-trailer has made it past the intersection. It’s followed by a Shell tanker truck, either oblivious of the carnage or wanting to vacate the area before things get even worse. Kinneston points his rifle at it. Greg shoots and sees the man jerk, but then he straightens, only winged, and fires his gun, whatever it is, at the tanker. The coupler snaps loose from the cab. A gaping hole in the silver side of the tanker begins gushing gasoline. Greg grasps his weapon with both hands and shoots the man again. This time Kinneston drops. The rifle slips from his grip. The Speckhoffer girl sees him go to his knees and gives a dismayed shriek. Gasoline flows over her pink tennis shoes. She turns to Greg and he sees words spread across her forehead. Red is running down her cheeks—not blood, he thinks, but some kind of dye. She raises her gun, but before she can fire, Greg shoots and hits her in the midriff. The girl—she looks really young—staggers back and doubles over. When she straightens up (slowly, slowly) Greg can see blood blooming on her tee-shirt. He hasn’t hit her center mass but close to it, a decent shot for a man lying on his stomach and not able to comprehend what in the hell is happening. He expects her to either shoot at him again or drop the gun and surrender, but instead she turns to the tanker truck and repeatedly pulls the trigger. There is that repetitive sound, a series of hollow thuds—Bolt-Bolt-Bolt—and Greg realizes what she’s trying to do.

“Run!” he screams at the pedestrians who are staring at the carnage, seemingly frozen in place. It’s as if they feel protected by their upraised iPhones.

“Run, she’s trying to blow it up!”

It’s not working. The gun seems to operate on some sort of sonic principle, and all it does is shove the tanker further along Main Street. Tires explode with firework bangs and more rips appear in the tanker’s steel shell, but the gasoline pouring out doesn’t ignite.

Then a man strides out from a side street just beyond the ruins of a coffee shop. He’s wearing absurd camo shorts and a hat that says DON’T TREAD ON ME. He’s got some sort of automatic machine-pistol in his hand, possibly a Beretta, possibly something else, and what does it matter?

“DON’T FUCKING DO THAT!” Greg Cormier screams, but he knows that Mr. Don’t Tread on Me won’t listen; guys like Don’t Tread on Me never do. Greg gets up and runs, not toward the crashed Jeep the redheads came in, not toward the teenage girl with the runny red hair, but just away. He has no intention of dying with “Brandy (You’re a Fine Girl)” drilling its way into his brain.

He doesn’t see Mr. Don’t Tread on Me blow the girl out of her tennis shoes, but he hears the CHOW-CHOW-CHOW of the idiot’s auto, and he certainly hears the gasoline ignite. Because he is running as fast as he can, and because he is partially protected by his uniform, he suffers only second-degree burns on his hands, arms, and the nape of his neck.

Greg lives. So does Mr. Don’t Tread on Me. Somehow, assholes like that often do. Twenty-three others die—twelve on Main Street, ten in the courthouse, and one vagrant who had set up a little camp in the abandoned department store. Thirty-seven are injured, most suffering burns of varying seriousness. Downtown Hemingford Home is pretty well destroyed.

Like Pernil, do ya not kennit.

And like Dezi, that picturesque seaside town built on pretty kinna stone terraces.
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The only available CCTV footage is from the First National Bank of Nebraska, which was downstreet from the intersection where all the serious carnage took place. Jerry Gaithers and his team watch it over and over. The Jeep passes, the girl looking out the passenger window with a huge goony grin on her young face. The TCPD prowl car containing Greg Cormier and the late Maynard Stingley follows, lights flashing.

“Go back,” Gaithers says. “Rewind, or whatever the hell you call it.”

The prowl car disappears backward. When the car with the fugitives in it reappears, Gaithers tells the cop at the keyboard to freeze it. The image of the girl is speed-blurred, making her look ghostly, but he can read the words on her forehead: DEAD PEOPLE DON’T CARE.

“She’s high on something,” one of the cops says, “but probably not on life.”

“That isn’t a tattoo,” another cop says. “That was done with a knife.”

Kinneston and Speckhoffer were both incinerated in the gasoline explosion, nothing left of the young man but one motorcycle boot, nothing left of Tara Lynne Speckhoffer but a heart-shaped locket with a picture of her mother inside it.

“How the fuck did this happen?” Gaithers says. “How? And where did they come from?”

“I’ve got another question,” the cop running the computer says. He diddles the image back and forth until he can see the rear deck of the Jeep. “What the hell is a Binny Ding?”
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DEZI
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While the little towns along the Clean Sea are enjoying a fragile peace that will soon be shattered, we find Ryall Connors sitting in that section of the Dezi waterside known as Fisherman’s Nook.

Until 1976, when he was escorted—at gunpoint—to Central Park by a tall bald fellow named Ayden Hestin, Ryall was a sharp-dressed man: Epoch porkpie on his head (tilted just so), Rolex on his wrist, Bally boots on his feet.

Today, however, he’s in baggy shorts, a sleeveless tee-shirt (known as a slinkum), and a vest with a great many pockets, one containing a spring-loaded knife with the words MOTHER’S LITTLE HELPER embossed on the side. His outfit is finished off with a comically large jug hat that shades his face. It’s an outfit he wouldn’t have been caught dead in during his New York days.

Oh, New York! How he misses it! If he were a poet, he’d write epic verse to that dirty, hustling city. He would craft couplets about rich and scrawny old women walking their haughty teacup dogs, and the old bearded Jews in their coats of deepest black, and the cops walking two-by-two down Fifth or Madison, twirling their billies. He liked the cranes, liked the jackhammers, adored the disco from the stripjoints, the symphony of horns when the traffic jammed up… which was always.

Oh, New York! You sweet and shining Apple! He enjoyed the Brasserie on East 53rd, the Caramba with its giant frozen margaritas, the Palm, the Palm Too, and of course the Four Seasons. He might eat swordfish with Kalamata olives at the Seasons, lobster pie at Dante’s on Fifth, or filet mignon at Peter Luger’s. Champagne before (always Moët) and Baked Alaska for afters. When the Copa reopened as a discotheque, he was front and center on opening night, gold chain glimmering inside an Abercrombie shirt, open to the third button. He shared coke—the best!—at Trax. Ryall was a wiseguy’s wiseguy, a street hopper and a back alley bopper, a goodfella who could have stepped right out of Goodfellas—which, of course, he has never seen, as it came long after his when.

Now he sits in one of the brightly colored chairs that are set aside for anglers in the Nook, jointed banbam pole in hand. There are plenty of fish in the deep cold pools near the Nook, but Ry can’t be bothered with catching his dinner. He has a task that will pay for many dinners, if all goes to plan. His line has sinkers attached, but no hook. In Biblical terms, he has come here to be a fisher of men. One in particular.

Ry is waiting for a man named Georg, whose last name is something unpronounceable beginning with U. Ryall doesn’t give a shit what Georg’s last name is; he isn’t here to do a job interview. This is actually going to be more of an exit interview. He reels in his line and casts it out again. A fish jumps at it, even though there’s no lure and no hook. Your lucky day, motherfucker, Ryall thinks. He hopes it will also be his.

Georg? Maybe not so much.

And, speak of the devil, here he comes, fastidiously picking his way down the stone stairs with a wicker creel over one shoulder and a red metal rod festooned with lures. Ryall also doesn’t give a shit for fishing, but Georg must like it, because he’s here for an hour or two each morning, when the pools off the Nook are the shadiest and the fish are the hungriest. Georg is the compleat angler.

Ryall is sitting in a green chair. Georg takes a yellow one twenty or thirty feet to Ry’s left. For now, they have the Nook to themselves. Ry wouldn’t care if there were others here; in a case like this, he feels that more would be merrier, if only to make an example. But alone is all right, too. Georg can scream and holler as much as he wants, and if people from the lower town come running to see what’s up, so much the better.

Georg needs to do two jobs. One is to leave Dezi tomorrow. The other is to serve as Edward Youngblood’s object lesson. The man Jack calls the Big Kahuna may not be the presence his father was—that gentleman went to the clearing long before Ryall arrived in Mid-World, so Ry has heard—but he’s not a total buffoon, either. Youngblood understands that fearful people are, by and large, obedient people, and every now and then an example must be made to refresh the public’s general anxiety.

Like now.

Ry reels in his line and sets his pole aside on the rock shelf that skirts Fisherman’s Nook. Just below that outcropping, clear water laps at the stone. Tiny fish school back and forth, looking for bugs. Ry walks down to the man in the yellow chair. Although he spends a couple of hours each day fishing in the sunshine, Georg is possessed of a pale complexion Ry associates with nightflies who start buzzing at nine and crawl into bed the next morning at four. Georg preserves his wympi pallor with his own wide-brimmed jug hat, a longsleeved shirt, and thin leather gloves that must have cost a bundle in one of the market stalls of the lower town. Those gloves protect his talented, cheating hands.

He looks up when Ry’s shadow falls over him and asks, “Catching anything?”

“Yes,” Ry says. “You.” He seizes the man’s neck.

Georg’s hands are slim and as supple as the leather encasing them. Ry’s are big, tanned, and strong. Georg immediately begins to gag and choke. His pole, probably even more expensive than his gloves, bounces off the ledge and slides into the water. Tiny fish swirl and nibble at it as it sinks.

Georg bends forward, trying to get free. That’s all right. Ry pushes, still holding on to the sides of Georg’s neck, and the man topples to his knees. Ry drops to his own knees, maintaining his grip, and dunks his man. Georg’s jugger comes off and floats away. Ry holds him down easily in spite of Georg’s struggles. Muscles bulge in Ry’s sleeveless slinkum.

When he feels the ka-mai has had enough, he yanks Georg up and heaves him into his yellow chair, which almost topples over with the force of the fling. Mid-World has been good to Ryall in some ways. Earning over here is hard, but he’s no longer eating all that rich food. He’s lost twenty pounds of flab and replaced it with muscle. There are no bloodwork tests to be had in this patch on the universe’s overalls, but if there were, Ry’s cholesterol would no doubt have taken a nosedive. Would he go back to NYC if given a choice? Give up Watch Me for dice in the back room of Hanratty’s? Trade polite Below-Town greetings such as long days and pleasant nights for one cabbie’s outraged yell of whuddaya-whuddaya? In a heartbeat. But with no choice, he does what he can for Youngblood and earns what he can earn.

Like now.

Georg’s black hair hangs around his face in wet clumps. He’s spluttering and coughing. “What the fuck, man? What the Ganley fuck?”

From the pocket of his vest Ry takes Mother’s Little Helper (he still thinks of it, in good old American lingo, as a switcher) and hits the button. The sun bounces off the blade, sending spots of reflected light dancing across Georg’s terrified face.

“Sit still, my friend.” He runs the dull side of the knife along Georg’s cheek. “You don’t want the sharp side of this. Believe it, do’ya.”

“What… what…”

“What do I want? Is that what you’re trying to say?” He taps the dull side of Mother’s Little Helper against Georg’s chin, which is as smooth as a baby’s bottom. This is a man who shaves every day… or gets shaved in Branny’s Opulance, a shop Ry can only afford once a month… and only if it’s a good month. And yes, when he bends close he can smell Branny’s special aftershave lotion.

Once Salvatore Gravano—known to the Feebs as Sammy the Bull—told Ry, “Only mokes feel jealousy for what others have. Real men go out and get their own.” That was quite perceptive for Sammy, who was a bit of a moke himself, but Ry took the words to heart. Only now, smelling that expensive lotion, he can’t help feeling a bit jealous for what this dinkleballs has. It makes him want to cut Georg’s throat from ear to ear. He won’t do it. Once John Gotti was his capo dei capi. Now it’s Edward Youngblood, popularly known as the Guv, and the Guv wants an object lesson. If Ry cuts Georg’s throat, he’ll just be left with an object. Still, blood will flow.

It must.

“Listen to me. Are you listening?”

Georg nods. Bruises are beginning to bloom on his pale throat. Good. Excellent. And a few fisherfolken, both men and women, are standing on the stone steps leading down to the Nook, watching. Even better.

“You’re a gambler, my friend. Right now the stake in the game is your life. Do you understand?” The knife-tip has now moved to the underside of Georg’s chin, so when Georg nods, he does it very carefully.

“You’ve been cheating. You’re careful about it, but cheating.”

No response. Georg’s eyes are rolling from side to side, trapped animals looking for a way out.

“I want to hear you say it.” The blade produces a single drop of blood that plinks into Georg’s lap.

“Yes! I’ve been cheating!”

“Cheating at Watch Me, cheating at Dimma, cheating at Nuts.” Which back in good old NYC is called the shell game, although this gamal doesn’t know it. “Took awhile to be sure, because you’re good. Feckin good. You know who finally did it?”

“The big bald fuck.”

“That’s Mr. Hestin to you.” Another drop of blood. “Not Ayden, and certainly not the big bald fuck.” Now several drops of blood fall from the underside of Georg’s chin. Probably not enough to qualify as a stream, at least not yet. “Let me hear you say it.”

“Mr. Hestin,” Georg chokes out.

Now more people are watching from the steps. Soon everyone in the lower town will know. This pleases Ry. He wasn’t a big man in the Gambino family, strictly mid-level, but in Dezi he’s a man to be feared. At least by most. Not necessarily by Jack Sawyer.

“You’re going to leave town,” Ryall says. “I don’t care where you go, Far Desoy, Debaria, or the oil villages up in the snow country would be fine with the governor, and what’s fine with him is fine with me. Grab your gunna and be gone by tomorrow noon, do you understand?”

“Yes.”

“What?” More blood. Now it is a stream. “Couldn’t hear you!”

“Yes!”

“But you have a job to do tonight. The Guv wants you to go around to the Barrel, the Wolf & Lamb, the Doonie, and the Two-Headed Parrot. At each place, you will tell the room you have an announcement to make. You will say ‘I cheated at cards, I cheated at Nuts, I cheated at the Big Wheel.’ ”

“I never cheated at the wheel—you can’t!”

Ry digs in with the point of the knife. Georg cries out.

“You’ll say you did. Capisce?”

“I… I don’t know what…”

“Don’t know what capisce means? Course not, because by the light of an unlucky star you were born into this beshitted world. Never seen Times Square or the Fulton Fish Market, never rode the A train, poor you. Do you follow my instructions otherwise?”

“Yes! Yes! But you might as well kill me now, because they will!”

“No. They won’t. Because they’ll see this.” With a speed even a bottom-dealer like Georg might envy, Ry uses Mother’s Little Helper to carve an X into the gambler’s forehead.

Georg shrieks.

“Go now. Fuck outta here.”

Ry watches him stumble-stagger up the stone steps. Georg doesn’t have to push his way through the watchers—there’s now at least three dozen of them—because they shrink away from him, as they would from a pariah dog.

Now you’re an object lesson, Ry thinks with great satisfaction.
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He goes back to report at Rosewood, walking up the flagstone path past the pinwheels and the wishing wells. He stands on the welcome mat (QUITCHABITCHIN) with Marilyn Monroe on one side and Dorothy Gale on the other. The knocker is a huge bronze fist. He whacks it and the door is opened by Buzzy the Duster, her iron gray hair wrapped in a clout, cleaning rag as always in one wash-reddened hand, wearing her usual horrified, I’m on the verge of a nervous breakdown smile on her cracked lips.

“Ry Connors for Sai Youngblood,” he says. Those kidnapped from America-side call Youngblood the Guv among themselves, but Ry would never in life call him that to his face, or to a member of his staff, any more than he would have called Mr. Gambino Charlie Boy.

“Sai bein at his afternoon snoozie,” Buzzy says. “Hestin will see ya. I’ve got so much work to do.”

Ry has sometimes wondered if Buzzy—real name Dolores Dustin—is from America-side, and something happened to her brains when she transitioned to Mid-World. She talks the speech like a native, with that twisty twang to her words, but there’s something about her that’s both off-kilter and weird. She reminds him of crazy people who go around Times Square with signboards declaring the end is nigh, so repent while there’s still time.

Ayden Hestin is in the anteroom that gives on Rosewood’s receiving hall, his hands clasped behind his back, his hairless pate gleaming beneath the sparklights. He wears an open-throated white shirt and high-waisted drop-rider’s breeches. Hung loosely around his neck is today’s babushka, as pink as the kinna stone terraces on which the city is built. Behind him… in front of him… all around him… is the omnipresent Buzzy, going from place to place, polishing the governor’s various tchotchkes with her rag. As always, she does this with that frantic smile on her face. I’m about to snap, that smile says. Watch out when I do.

Hestin is standing beside a large plastic statue of Howdy Doody, sai Doody wearing a red jug hat and a matching fringed vest. This, like most of the hideous decorations inside and outside the Hall, came from Pedro’s Novelties ’N Notions, courtesy of Jack Sawyer. When a button is pressed in Howdy’s back, it cries, “Kowabunga, asshole!”

“Mission accomplished?” Hestin asks.

“Yar. All done and buttoned up, as the little boy said when he came back from the outhouse.”

Hestin’s lips stretch in a smile from which any genuine amusement is absent. “Quaint. Did you mark him?”

“Yar.”

“Will he make the rounds?”

“Yar.”

“Would you predict the results of his confessions?”

“I expect he’ll get out of the Barrel and the Wolf & Lamb still on his feet, but he’ll be bleeding after the Doonie. Those boys don’t play.”

“What about the Parrot?”

“Let’s put it this way,” Ry says. “If he gets out of the Two-Heads with his teeth still in his mouth, I’d be very surprised.”

“They won’t kill him?”

“Not with sai Youngblood’s mark on him, they won’t.”

“Sai Youngblood wants you in each of those nasty holes. He’ll want a full report.”

“I can do that.”

The humorless smile comes again, revealing large teeth of startling whiteness. “So you will. So you must.”

From the sewn-in hip-pack of his cowboy breeches, Hestin takes scrip with Youngblood’s face on them. He hands the wad to Ry, who tucks it into one of his pockets. He can’t wait to get out of these rube clothes, especially the shorts. Shorts are for kids, old men, and gomers who don’t know any better. He can’t dress as sharp as he did in the Apple, but he does the best he can.

“Any word on Sawyer and the other two?” he asks.

“Not your business,” Hestin says.

“Not your business, not your business,” Buzzy echoes, polishing frantically at a mirror that is, to Ry’s eye, unmarked by fingerprints or even a speck of dust. “I’ve got so much work to do.”

Without turning his head, Hestin tells her to shut up.

“You’ll report to the big man?” Ry asks. “Tell him I did as requested?”

“Requested?”

“As ordered.”

“Of course.”

“Then may you do well,” Ry says. He wants to get out of here. He wants to buy a big dinner at the Goose, which he can now afford. All the trimmings. He’s still an earner; only the boss has changed.

Buzzy follows him down the main hall, flicking imaginary dust from the tapestries of Mona Lisa and Nicolas Cage. She sees him out the door and wishes him long days and pleasant nights. She does it with a wide grin that looks like it belongs on the psycho housekeeper in a grindhouse horror movie.

Ry has to make his rounds of the bars tonight to watch Georg do his thing, and he knows that once he starts drinking he won’t stop, but a few beers with his all-the-trimmings meal won’t hurt. He deserves it.

Besides, Buzzy and Hestin give him the creeps.
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Once, after making love, Sophie tells Jack, “He reads more than you think.”

Drowsing, Jack says, “The BK? How do you know?”

Sophie Sawyer—nee Sophie of Canna, cousin of Laura DeLoessian, now the Shadow Queen—smiles. He feels it against his shoulder as she snuggles against him. “I know because I know. As a child, he enjoyed books. His father—called the Great Governor—scolded him for it. Humiliated him for it. To this day, with his father long in his grave, he hides his pleasure in the books you bring, saying that what he mostly enjoys are the covers.”

By then, Jack’s drowse has deepened into sleep.
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Some time after Jack and Sophie arrived in Dezi—delah, do it please ya—one of Youngblood’s early human acquisitions from 1976 was in the garden, checking over Youngblood’s account books at a little table shaded by an umbrella. George Elgin is the sort of person who has a certain dimness, making him easy to overlook. When Youngblood and Hestin came into the garden that day, they strolled past him without acknowledgment, hands clasped behind their backs, deep in conversation. Youngblood took a seat on a nearby bench. Even fatter then than now, he was puffing and out of breath.

“It’s the Deep Dig again,” George heard him tell Hestin. “How they annoy me! The miners have started meetings. They call each other brother. And they are shunning the store. They call it a boycom.”

George thought the Guv probably meant boycott, but kept silent, discretion being best at times like these.

“I’ll take care of it,” Hestin said.

“No,” Youngblood said. “I want you to go to America-side. Bring me back a button man.”

He said this last in English. Certain idioms resisted translation, which made him happy. Youngblood’s father, the Great Governor, said reading (other than account books) was strictly for jera boys—boys who liked other boys—but Edward continued to read, and especially enjoyed the paperback crime novels—signed, if possible—Jack brought back from America-side. He picked up certain untranslatable idioms from the context.

“A leg-breaker.” This one was in the speech, and Hestin nodded his understanding. “A soldier. A malvivente. Wide boy. Yegg. Tappista. Gunsel.”

“Gun-sell? Do you mean gunslinger?”

“Nar, nar. Just a hard man who will do hard things.”

“I can handle the miners, Mayor.”

Youngblood turned to him, frowning. “No. I want a hood.”

Hestin understood this. Hestin understood something else, as well. To Youngblood, the door was a toy which allowed him—with Hestin as his proxy—to snatch certain folks from America-side. As a small boy, Youngblood had collected birds’ eggs and rocks imprinted with fossils. As an adult, he collected people who could do certain jobs. Did he tire of his collected Americans? Sometimes. Did he find the tales they told of a bright other world fascinating? Of course. And would a hoodlum/enforcer have tales to tell? Yes, he would.

Despite his imposing height and bald skull, Ayden Hestin had his own knack for being dim. Wigs were good, so was carefully applied facial hair. Sometimes he was an old half-blind man tapping along with a cane; sometimes he was a hippy with a beard and long blond locks down to his shoulders. Sometimes he wore steel-rimmed spectacles with plain glass lenses (his eyesight was fine), sometimes he put on Daddy Cool wrap shades.

He did his due diligence. After settling on the Gambino family (they had the most soldiers), he read everything about them he could in the newspapers. The Times wasn’t especially useful, but Newsday was good, the Daily News was better, and the New York Post, with its breathless chronicles of gangster doings and hangouts, was an absolute goldmine, especially in the go-go 70s. Hestin kept a careful list of names, matched them with faces, and eventually settled on Ryall Connors, a Gambino “associate” who was, like Baby Bear’s bed, hard but not too hard.

Connors was a mid-level member of the Gambino family who hung out with other mid-level Gambino earners at Ortobello’s in Bensonhurst and La Palma on Fulton Street in Brooklyn. Hestin saw him eating baked clams and eggplant rollatini with the others, and came to understand that Connors was accepted but would rise no higher in the organization because of his Irish ancestry. He was a good enough fella, but would always be a zip. (Which no one would call him to his face.)

In various getups, Hestin watched Connors make pick-ups and intimidate Brooklyn sidewalk vendors. Ditto Hasidic smallfry in the Diamond District. Hestin surveilled Connors spending ten or twenty minutes in cars driven by off-duty cops, and although he never saw envelopes change hands, he could guess what was happening. On one occasion he glimpsed Connors and two other men administer an alleyway beating to a man who had done God knows what.

In July of 1976, Connors attended a Golden Oldies concert at Radio City Music Hall. It featured Frankie Avalon, Rick Nelson, Bobby Rydell, Freddy Cannon, and the Muscle Shoals All-Stars. Usually Connors went to shows with his pals Toto Magliore and Benny Tieri, younger brother of Frankie “Funzi” Tieri, but on this occasion he went alone. Benny told Connors, and in Hestin’s hearing (Benny “Dai-Dai” Tieri lacked what Jack’s first-grade teacher liked to call an “inside voice”), that if he wanted to see fuckin dinosaurs, he’d go to a fuckin museum.

When Connors emerged, presumably rocked and rolled to his heart’s content, Hestin followed him. He was willing to wait for another day if he needed to, but he didn’t. On the corner of 51st and 8th Avenue, near the Gershwin Theatre, Connors was by himself, waiting out the DON’T WALK sign like a good boy. Hestin jammed a revolver in his man’s back.

“Don’t try to run and don’t cry out,” Hestin said in perfect English. “I’ll shoot you dead if you do.”

“Are you from Massino?” Connors asked. “Because you know, I’m a made guy.”

Hestin was quite sure that wasn’t true—Connors was sometimes a beat-up man (in Youngblood’s vocabulary, a yegg), but not a killer. At least not then.

“This is not a hit, it’s a job. You will do it.” By then Hestin was wise to certain underworld terms like hit and job. He raised his hand and flagged down a cab.

“If you say the wrong thing, I will kill both you and the cab driver.”

Ry Connors, who had never heard of a hit man taking his target for a last ride in a New York City taxicab, did as he was asked. Hestin told the driver to take them to 83rd and Central Park West.

Soon they were in Central Park, Connors walking through the heavy summer foliage beside the Swedish Cottage Marionette Theatre, Ayden Hestin right behind him, occasionally prodding him with the gun.

“You are going to kill me, aren’t you?” Connors asked. He tried to keep the tremble out of his voice.

No reply from Hestin.

“Let me say an Act of Contrition first,” Connors said. His voice was trembling. “Please, man. Please. I don’t want to go to hell.”

Like most guns from Mid-World, the one Hestin carried that day was old and probably not reliable, but Connors didn’t know that. Why would he? He was a yegg, a gunsel, a wide boy, a collettore. Hestin knew all the terms. They came down to the same thing: Connors was an outlaw, and if he disappeared, not even his mother would miss him much.

Hestin shoved the old revolver into his pants pocket and pushed Connors with both hands. Hard.

“Wha—”

He disappeared.

Into Edward Youngblood’s Mid-World garden.

Ry Connors’s time of service began.
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On America-side, Ry Connors often partied until the sun came up, sometimes with the help of toot, aka Bolivian marching powder, aka boogerjuice. On Territories-side he is more abstemious. He supposes he’s getting older. This night will be later than usual. He drinks three draft beers at the Goose, then eats a big roast beef dinner swimming in gravy. After, he goes around to the various Dezi drinking establishments to watch Georg do his business. Ry has to intervene only at the Parrot, when certain outraged patrons who have lost their wages to Georg at Watch Me seem determined to beat the gambler to death in spite of the governor’s sigul carved into his forehead.

Ry feels it’s only polite to have a drink or two in each place where Georg does his mandated acts of contrition, and by the time he gets back to his crib in Middle-Town, he’s as tight as a tick. The woman he lives with is waiting up for him. Pinna asks him—timidly—if he would like a little soup “so your head won’t be hurty in the morning.” He tells her she can give herself an enema with her fucking soup and shuffles off to bed.

He’s thinking resentfully of Jack Sawyer when he falls asleep. Sawyer, the only one of the expats from America-side who can go back and forth any time he wants, and to different places. Sawyer calls it “flipping,” and Ry would love to know how he does it. If he, Ryall Connors, could learn the trick, would he return America-side for good? Probably not. Like some of those Hestin has hijacked, Ry has come to like Dezi, which is mostly quiet and peaceful. Yes, there are problems from time to time (he had to kill one of the Dig Deep Combination miners to stop their unionizing, thus becoming a made man), but on the whole it’s a fine place to live. But would he go back at least long enough to have a T-bone at Peter Luger or a lapdance? In a heartbeat.

Oh, New York!
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While the redheads move ever closer to Dezi, Ry goes his usual rounds the next day, first taking a bucka out to the Big Sky Ranch where he collects from the grummaI and watches a wild pony roundup, enjoying the fresh air and a popkin stuffed with turkey, quinna sauce, and hot peppers. He goes back to town and visits John Rounds, Dezi’s alcoholic sheriff. He gives Rounds enough Big Sky Ranch scrip to grease his hinges, then pops around to Dezi’s two whorehouses. He collects from the madam at one and the head pimp at the other. He refuses a blowjob but accepts a handjob from a gillyflower kept around for such duties.

Work done and his gun unloaded, he makes an afternoon stop at Caiden’s Candies in Below-Town. He would love nothing better than a dish of ice cream, but settles for two of the green men the expats call ETs. Sawyer told Ry it was from a movie that appeared a few years after 1976, when Ry came over to Territories-side. Ry wouldn’t mind seeing a movie, either… but given a choice, he’d pick ice cream.

He is sitting in one of the chairs outside the sweetshop reserved for customers, enjoying the sunshine, when Larry Magruder trots up, doing his usual anxious twirl, arms crossed on his chest, hands clutching his shoulders, intruding on Ry’s serenity.

“Fuck off, Spinner.”

“Gov wants you. Right now.”

“Why?”

“Didn’t say, but…” Larry does another twirl. “… but he’s wearing clobber.”

“What clobber?”

“Clothes the regulators used to wear back in the old days.” Another two spins, which means Larry is plenty worried about something. “And they’ve got guns.” He points his index fingers. “Blam-blam, pew-pew!”

“Who’s they?”

“The Guv. Hestin. Even George’s got a gun.”

For a moment Ry thinks the idiot is talking about the gambler he drove out of town—then knows better. “George Elgin?”

“Yar! There’s a truck full of em!”

“What? A truck full of guns?”

“Yar, yar!”

Ry doesn’t believe it. But if the Guv wants him…

He follows the Spinner.
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Youngblood, Hestin, George Elgin, and a middle-aged woman are waiting just outside the open gate of Youngblood’s prized garden, beside a rusty rattletrap truck, one of the rare diesel-powered buckas that still run in the Barony of Mejis. Nemo and Nymo—the canine Blessings—are pacing next to it, on guard. Washam, Youngblood’s head mechanic (actually his only mechanic), looks after that old truck as a mother would look after a sickly baby. And yes, the men are wearing gunbelts and holsters containing various pistols with but two things in common: the guns are old, and look of doubtful use.

Ry has seen the woman before, shopping in Below-Town or swanning around Upper-Town in her day dresses and snoods studded with seed pearls, or her tailored pants. Golden-haired and good-looking, she ignores Ry’s “long days and pleasant nights” as if her poopy-doop doesn’t stink. Her name is Alice Stines. She and her husband, Haffe Stines, sometimes dine with Youngblood at Rosewood Hall. Ry has certainly never collected from Stines, who is a prosperous merchant. He’s a thee-er and thou-er who wears a Gan symbol on his collar, meaning he’s a big bug in the church.

Youngblood wears olive-colored overalls and an olive-colored shirt, but he’s not the only one wearing clobber. Ayden Hestin is also dressed in those ridiculous button-up overalls. In addition to the holstered revolvers, all are wearing helmets. The Guv’s looks sort of okay (although his overalls are a bit small for his girth), but seeing that steel hat sitting on Hestin’s bald dome makes Ry hold back a laugh. It looks like a pie pan sitting on a cueball.

George Elgin, he of the famous periscope experiment, jumps down from the back of the bucka. He joins Youngblood and Hestin. His revolver is too big for the holster and looks in danger of falling out. Ry hopes it won’t, and if it’s loaded, he hopes it won’t go off, and if it goes off, he hopes it won’t put a hole in someone’s gut. Elgin’s helmet slides down to his eyebrows and when he pushes it back, it falls off. He snatches it from the ground and claps it on again.

The Stines woman isn’t wearing clobber, just a vest over one of her fancy silk shirts. No gun, either. On one hip of her pants is a quilted bag that’s cross-tied shut. Stitched on the side, in what’s known as Gan blue, is the letter O.

Edward Youngblood has shaved. His usual ennui has been replaced by hectic excitement. Hestin, his major domo, just stares at the horizon, appearing to be lost in thought. George looks worried. The Spinner is also worried; he expresses his anxiety by turning around and around, clutching his shoulders. Ry knows the Spinner is one weird motherfucker, but he sort of likes him. If the expats from America-side had a mascot, the Spinner would be it.

Ry asks Youngblood what’s going on, careful to address him as sai.

“Look in the bucka!”

Ryall does as asked. The bucka is heaped with more firearms than he’s ever seen. All are caked with rust. Two are AR-15s, guns he never expected to see in Dezi. Discolored boxes of ammunition are stamped either COLT or NORTH CENTRAL POSITRONICS. Ry knows there are weapons in the cellar of Rosewood Hall; the Guv himself has shown Ry around down there. But these guns didn’t come from there; most of the weapons in that cellar armory are bahs and slingers. There are a few guns, including the old pistol Hestin is currently wearing. Ry knows that one. He should. It’s the one Baldy used when he kidnapped him.

“Where did you get these, sai? I didn’t see any speed-shooters in your basement room.”

“Nar, nar, these came from the hold in Dreyhon Valley.”

“On the far drop, in Vi Castis?”

“Yar, yar!” In his excitement, Youngblood has fallen into the Mejis dialect of his father and granther. “Hestin got in! Took everything useful! Yar, so he did!”

“How? Those old holds only open with number codes no one remembers, don’t they?”

Hestin says, “There was a flood when Pass O’ the River overflowed its banks last year. It shorted out the keypad.”

Convenient, Ry thinks… but knows better than to say.

“The armaments and ammunition were salvageable,” Hestin says.

Ry thinks a flood explains the rust on the weapons and the discoloration on the ammo boxes. But salvageable?

“Will the guns fire?” Ry asks.

“We’ll have to test them,” Youngblood says. “With fellas we can afford to lose if any of the shooters should blow up. But we have something else. Show them, Alice, do’ya.”

Embroidered on the Stines woman’s vest is a small gold fist. It looks ceremonial. She unlaces her quilted bag and removes what looks like a blue dinner plate with a delicate web pattern that resembles seedling rice plants. She holds it by the edge where two of the rice-stalks cross, forming the Great Letter Zn, which in the speech means both eternity and now. When Ry, curious, reaches out to touch it, she shakes her head and pulls it back.

“You won’t want to do that, sai Connors,” Youngblood says, and gives a high, whinnying laugh. His jowls are a hectic red, as if he has a fever. Only it’s not a fever. Connors has seen that look on Gambino soldiers back in the old days, when they were getting ready to go to the mattresses. The Guv is half-crazed with excitement.

Alice Stines plucks a lily and drifts it across the edge of the plate. The bloom falls to the grass. Stines points to a row of hibiscus along the gravel path which winds its way through the garden, ending at the door only Hestin can use. She draws the plate back, cries “Riza fly true!” and flings it. The plate gives an unearthly shrieking moan. The entire row of flowers is amputated. Ry’s mouth drops open. He’s never seen such a thing.

“How… what…”

“Magruder, fetch it,” Youngblood says, “and mind your fingers, do’ya!”

The Spinner is off at once. Nemo and Nymo follow. Ry turns to the lady. “Would you care to explain?”

She shakes her head, points at Youngblood, and drops a curtsey. She looks after Magruder, who has disappeared into the flowers and foliage.

“Sai Stines’s sister is from Calla Bryn Sturgis,” the Guv says. “In the Callas, ka-tets of women throw these plates in remembrance of Lady Oriza, whose sigul they wear. Once, legend has it, the ka-tet of Oriza stood with Roland of Gilead against raiders from far Thunderclap.”

Alice Stines nods, makes a fist, and taps her forehead three times.

“When Alice married and came here from the Callas with Haffe, she brought some Oriza plates in her marriage chest and taught a few Dezi ladies to throw them, for it’s only women who may throw such, do’ya not see. Eventually, sai Haffe traded for more plates, which were once made in Calla Sen Chre. They now have quite a supply, and unlike those guns, the plates never rust. They are made of a metal called tin… tie…”

“Titanium,” Hestin says, still studying shorn hibiscus.

Larry Magruder is coming back, pausing every now and then to do a twirl. In spite of the Guv’s warning, blood is running down the Spinner’s hand from the plate’s razor sharp edge, but he’s finally found the gripping part and all his fingers seem intact.

“The ladies will cover the Great Road to the north, but I need you and Elgin and that ka-mai Magruder to round up sixty good men—sixty at least—to string out along the ditches and hedges of the Old Gilead Road that goes to Pernil, do’ya not kennit, for that’s the way most will come, set my watch and warrant on it. Go not as far as the Big Sky Ranch, never in life, but call in the vakkies and drop-riders from there, and the diggy-digs from the mine. It’s only Dezi I mean to protect, the town, and if we can ambush em before they even catch sight of it, so much the better.”

Larry Magruder drops to one knee, bows his head, and gives the plate back to Lady Alice Stines. She puts it back in its quilted case, and laces it tight.

“Ambush who?” Ry asks. He is playing catch-up here.

“Children,” Hestin says. “They—”

“Hush! Hush! I’ll tell it!” the BK says. Although he has no idea what the hoop-de-do is about, Ryall is already getting a bad feeling.

“It seems to be an uprising of young men and women,” Youngblood says. “They dye their hair red from the birdberry bushes. They come from all around. Caylee… Hilltown… the North’ard Baronies… even the Manni-folk of Reevin and Tash. They are…” The Guv taps his temple. “They are ka-mai tete-a-mai-mai. That’s the best I can put it.”

He looks at Hestin, but the bald man just shakes his head.

George Elgin says, “May I, sai Mayor?”

“Yar, yar, but be quick.”

Elgin is wise to the ins and outs of the speech because of his work. And he has an aptitude for languages.

“Sai Mayor is saying that they are crazy—”

Youngblood breaks in. “But tete! Tete-a-mai-mai! A-mai-mai-ka-tet!”

“He means they all went crazy together,” Elgin says.

Ry frowns. “Like Beatlemania?”

“Yes, but that was young folks having a lark. These teeners are dangerous. They—”

“They’ve destroyed whole towns and villages, do’ya not see!” Youngblood trumpets. “Pernil! Kingstown! Even the Manni ’claves on the edge of the Blasted Lands! Now they’re coming here! Here! But we’ll be ready for them, won’t we?”

“Yes, sai,” Elgin says.

How can you possibly know all this is the question that occurs to Ry, but that sounds confrontational. What he asks is, “How did you find out, sai?”

“Helio, from Riven. Since then the posts have been knocked down by these vandals, these ka-mais. Any telly lines cut. I’m told they’ve cut the trolley lines, too, and destroyed all the trolleys that still work, pulled down the sparkwires to up north, they may have been in Mejis, although Gan grant that’s just a rumor. There’s no more communication coming through, and I won’t have it here! Do you understand? I won’t have it!”

“Yes, sai.” Bad feeling or no bad feeling, what else is there to say?

“Those towns were asleep, so those redheaded brats could rape and steal and slaughter to their hearts’ content, but we’re awake!” His fists are clenched. “Awake and ready!”

“Awake and ready,” George Elgin repeats, but he looks as worried as Ry feels.

Youngblood goes to his dogs, his Blessings, and kneels between them, putting a hand on both of their sleek heads. “It’s time for you to do the work I pay you for, sai Connors.”

As if I haven’t been working for you all along, Ry thinks resentfully. And the pay is usually crap.

“I want you to start by finding a dozen men. Those who don’t see well, or cripples, or old ones not capable of putting up a great scrap. They can test-fire these weapons. A single round should be enough, two at most. Don’t want to waste am’unition. Next, gather fifty or sixty able-bodied men and bring them here. I will command them. We’ll lie in wait near the Winola trolley line, by the Gilead Road. The Ladies of the Plate will string themselves out along the Great Road. We’ll wipe them out. All! To the last man and woman, no matter how young they may be!”

Youngblood is all but hopping up and down in his excitement, the holster beneath his paunch jiggling foolishly, the butt of the pistol flopping back and forth.

“We’ll put their heads on pikes along Old Gilead Road as a warning to other young people who might be tempted to join their madness… not that our young folks would ever be so foolish.”

“Are these Children’s Crusaders armed, sai?” Ry asks.

He thinks he’ll have to explain the term, but Youngblood grasps it and gives a perfectly good raspberry. Spit flies. “They may have a firearm or two, but I’m guessing mostly bahs and brushie knives. Some hysteric from Stark’s Crossing sent a helio message about motors, but I don’t believe that any more than I believe the Grand Throcken brings the kiddies presents at Reaptide. They may have a few horses or donks, but it’s surprise and numbers these kiddies used to overwhelm unsuspecting towns. We are not unsuspecting! Wide awake! Ready!”

From the canvas-topped bucka, Youngblood seizes one of the automatic rifles. To Ry, it looks like an M4. Youngblood shoulders it and aims, but when everyone but Hestin takes a hurried step back, he re-thinks his options and thrusts the rifle at Larry Magruder and tells him to fire it, just not anywhere near the door Hestin can use to access America-side.

The Spinner looks uncertainly at the gun, then at Ry for help. Ry lifts his hands, the gesture not denoting delah but the one that says you’re stuck with it.

Magruder lifts the auto and points it at the garden gate, which is standing open. Then he lowers it and looks at Youngblood, his eyes saying please, sai, I don’t want to.

Youngblood yanks the pistol from its holster. “Do’ya, do’ya!” he commands. “Or I’ll do ya!”

The Spinner raises the auto again and socks it into the hollow of his shoulder. Everyone backs up. Alice Stines covers her face. An unexpected thought rises in Ryall Connors’s mind, a rare insurrectionist thought: Don’t shoot the gate, Magruder. Make a half-turn and shoot Youngblood. End this pazzo business before it can get started.

The Spinner squeezes his eyes shut and pulls the trigger. Two loud shots—BOW! BOW!—send tuffies flying up from the shady recesses of the garden. The door swings shut with two holes in it. The Spinner opens his eyes, clearly astonished to still be alive. He starts to turn in a circle, but before he can get started, the mayor of Dezi seizes the rifle.

“Mine,” he says, and kisses the barrel. Ry has never seen such a thing since he watched a Sam Peckinpah movie at the Lyric in Times Square. Sitting in the balcony, he and No Socks Tieri had laughed at the foolishness of such a thing. He’s not laughing now.

“Ryall, you have your orders.” Youngblood shoulders the automatic rifle on a mildewed leather strap. Even with the paunch, he almost looks like a soldier. “Get these guns test-fired, but don’t waste any good men on that.”

“Never in life,” Ry says. He can feel a certain battle-fever seeping into his own head. He doesn’t like it and at the same time likes it very well. He sees something similar in the eyes of Alice Stines. She wants to throw her plate and cut necks instead of flowers. He has an idea the other Ladies of the Plate might feel the same.

I should get the fuck out of this town, he thinks, but that voice—the voice of reason, he supposes—is small and failing. Soon it will be gone. Besides, where would he go?

“Bring the good men here. We’ll string out and take cover between the road and the trolley tracks.”

“Yar.”

“And take this.” From the back of the motorwagon he yanks out a gunbelt and a huge pistol that’s plated with rust. Ryall buckles it on, although he hopes like hell he won’t have to depend on it.

He’s heard tales of other weapons of the Old People, fabulous rayguns and blasters like in a science-fiction movie, but there are none of those in the bucka, so he supposes there were none in the hold from which Hestin took this motley collection. Surely if there had been more powerful and reliable weapons, Baldy would have brought them.

And hey—the M4-type rifle worked, so maybe the others will, as well. Some of them, at least.

Why are you worrying, anyway? They’re kids, for Chrissake, just a bunch of kids armed with bahs and knives and slingers. Maybe a few guns scavenged from Mejis… if they got that far, which they probably didn’t.

He goes back to do his job for the mayor. The Guv. The capo dei capi. In his mind’s eye Ryall can see those kids, all of them with herd-mentality red hair instead of Beatle wigs, trudging down the road east from Pernil and south from Mejis, converging on Dezi. Easy targets who will be cut down from ambush.

What can possibly go wrong?
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[image: Richard, the striped billy-bumbler, lunges fiercely at a huge plunja bird over a fallen body, baring his teeth as the carrion bird spreads its wings.]

THE BADS
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Exhausted and undone by their narrow escape from the water tower, not to mention by digging Destry’s grave, Jack and Mary sleep until well after sunrise the following day. Mary is up first, rebuilding the fire and putting on tea, doing it gingerly because of the blisters on her hands. Golden Boy has drifted over to the trolley line that once served Winola. He’s cropping at whatever few poor tufts of grass he can find. His ribs are very visible beneath his hide. Richard is sitting beneath him, snapping at bugs.

Jack whistles for the animals. They come. Jack spreads oats for Boy and gives Richard the last egg. Mary brings Jack tea in a tin cup. “How long ago did we leave Dezi?” she asks. “You and me and Pay? Seems like at least a year.”

He shakes his head. “Mary, I honestly don’t know. Any more than I know how Golden Boy got back to Pernil from Riven. If he could talk, I bet he’d have a tale to tell.”

“I want to know what happened to Pay.” But when he opens his mouth, she holds up a hand. “But not yet. He was…”

“He was your guy. Sure.”

She favors him with a sarcastic smile. “The only one I could get, you mean.”

“Mary, I—”

“You can say it. It’s probably true. But you know what, he had a sweet streak. It wasn’t wide, but it was there.”

She gets up, rummages in the back of Mrs. Talbot, and comes up with a loaf of bread.

“Mary—”

“No more. Maybe later.”

She arms sweat off her face, or maybe it’s tears. Pulls off chunks of bread, impaling them on a skewer. Jack has a momentary (and painful) memory of Dale doing shish kabobs on his backyard barbecue grill while he and Sarah drank G&Ts on the patio.

“Are you going to toast that?” He expects a harsh comeback, something like What the fuck did you think I was going to do with it? Stick it up my ass?

“Yes. It’ll be better this way. You have four loaves, and they’re getting hard. Whoever loaded you up with supplies packed enough for an army.”

Jack smiles. “That was the Ginley family. They liked to eat.” He has told Mary some things, but not all things. Lilith Ginley is one of the parts he’s skipped.

They eat toasted bread smeared with jam. Richard sits between them, holding his own piece in his clever paws. The eastern horizon shows a dark smudge below the deepening blue of the morning sky. Mary points.

“Is that what I think it is?”

“I don’t know.” Except he does, and he guesses Mary does, too.

Redheaded peckerwoods.
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They make slow progress, and not just because Golden Boy is ambling along behind Mrs. T. Old Gilead Road is full of potholes, and, like the Great Road, there are some broken stretches of pavement even the Binny Ding can’t traverse, although it was made for tough terrain. There’s also the fact that Boy might break a leg in a partially concealed hole.

That means traversing rocky ground and detouring around wind-sculpted outcroppings. They’re making their way through the unpleasant landscape they only glanced at through Winola’s windows, riding in air-conditioned splendor. Sometimes Richard rides in Mary’s lap; sometimes he jumps from the slow-moving Binny to lift his leg and walk beside Boy.

“These are what you call the bads?” Mary says.

“Yes.”

“This is going to take a lot longer than three days.”

Jack is pleased by the mildness of her tone. Not to mention relieved. Now that she is no longer drunk or in a state of total panic, her demeanor has changed… or rather, changed back. This is the woman he knew in Dezi, the one who knocked around town with Pay and wheedled Jack (or sometimes George Elgin) into buying her ETs or frosted chicka-chicka nuts at Caiden’s Candies. It’s as if she’s two women: Mild Mary and Manic Mary. That makes him think of some old book or movie, but he can’t put his finger on what it is.

“It might be a week before we get to Dezi,” he admits. “Or even two. That smoke was far, far away.”

“You can think of weeks because you sometimes go to America-side. Here it’s just awhile. Or a twelvah. There are no weeks here, only seasons—Wide Earth, Sowing, Full Earth, Reaptide.”

“And sometimes even those slide.”

“Yes. Time is still slippery. If there were more Beams, maybe time would… would…” She trails off and sits quiet, hands clasped in her lap. Then she jerks, as if suddenly startled. “They’re dead.”

“Who? Who’s dead?”

Mary is now looking off at the eastern horizon. The smoke is gone, but her eyes have a kind of haze to them. He thinks she might have slipped into some sort of trance state.

“The ones who started all this.” Then she straightens. “No! The one who started all this went to his grave long ago. They fried him in Old Sparky.”

Jack remembers his breakfast with Jimmy Clanton. “A man named Starkweather. You say true.”

She turns her hands palms-up, the tattooed eyes staring. And does one of them blink? Surely not!

Mary asks, “Did the redheads, the infected ones, follow the one who started this? This Starkweather? Like sheep after a shepherd?”

The infected ones. That’s a good way of putting it. Maybe the only way.

“I think so. This young man, Roy Kinneston, either idolized Starkweather or… I don’t know…” He trails off. Mary snorts.

“I’ll say it if you won’t. This Starkweather ka-mai possessed him.”

“Starkweather’s girlfriend claimed Starkweather kidnapped her and she was afraid for her life. The State of Nebraska said she was his accomplice and put her in prison.”

“Tara Lynne Speckhoffer wasn’t kidnapped.”

“Are she and Kinneston really dead, Mary?”

“Yes. On America-side.”

“How in hell did they get back?”

She gives a galvanic jerk and looks around as if not sure where she is. “Did I doze off?”

No sense chasing it. Whatever state she was in has passed.

“Dozed off, you say true.”
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They camp between the road and the trolley line. In the night she shakes him awake. He sits up, rubbing his eyes. “What’s wrong?”

“We have to get away from the road, Jack! Now!”

“Why?”

“There’s no time! Just do it!”

He doesn’t question her. Maybe she’s only had a bad dream and mistaken it for a premonition, but he won’t take the chance.

He kicks sand and dirt over the remains of their campfire and helps her toss their gunna into the back of Mrs. T. Richard is already sitting in the passenger seat, ears up, eyes luminous.

“Hurry, Jack! Hurry! They’re coming!”

She pushes Richard unceremoniously into the footwell and throws herself into Mrs. T.’s passenger seat. “Drive! If you want us to live, do it now!”

He gets in and starts the engine. The diesel roar makes Mary wince.

“Can’t you make it be quiet? Like before?”

“No sun, no solar power,” he says, then laughs, thinking of an old Saturday Night Live skit: No Coke! Just Pepsi!

“Stop laughing, you loon! This is serious! Get us out of here! Away from the road!” She points to a large mushroom-shaped outcropping of rock. “Behind there! Quick! Quick! And… Mrs. T., turn off the fucking lights!”

They bump their way across rocky scree, Golden Boy trotting behind, Jack hoping the horse doesn’t step in a hole and break a fetlock, or whatever the fuck they call it. Now, coming from the direction of Dezi, he can see approaching lights. Many of them. This is a convoy.

With the light of a sickle moon and starlight to guide him, Jack manages to circle the outcropping without ditching the Binny or rolling it over. He hopes they haven’t left anything behind. If they have, it’s too late now.

“Turn it off, shut it down!” If it’s possible to shout in a whisper, that’s what Mary is doing.

This sounds like the woman who was beating on me when we got down from the water tower. Mary 2.0.

He turns off Mrs. T. Mary gets out and edges around the outcrop. Jack ties Golden Boy to Mrs. Talbot’s ball hitch, then he follows Mary. The oncoming lights brighten on the road and the trolley line until it’s almost a kind of pseudo-daylight. Then trucks, Binnys, and various armored vehicles begin to pass in a nightmare parade. Jack is dazed by the sight. In Dezi there are only a few motors—horseless buckas, they’re called—and he saw none at all while he and Richard were trekking across the Blasted Lands, nothing but the little battery-operated train. This is like watching a parade of the Old People—those who built the holds, those who built the reputedly haunted city of Lud—risen from their graves.

The vehicles pass for only ten minutes or so, but to Jack it feels longer. The last few, trying to keep up like little boys chasing the big boys, are three-wheel scooters and side-by-sides. Then they are gone, their lights moving steadily west along the Old Gilead Road.

“Was it them?” Jack asks Mary. “The redheads?”

She is holding Richard to her scant bosom for comfort. “Of course it was.”

“Where are they going?”

“I don’t know. And if we’re not going their way, what does it matter?”

Jack thinks it might matter. It might matter very much.
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The next day, heavy clouds begin creeping across the sky from the west. Jack keeps an eye out for possible shelter, but at the same time wants to keep moving. He knows it’s too late to change whatever has happened in Dezi, but the need to get back gnaws at him. Pay is gone. How many others in his ka-tet of losers are also gone? He doesn’t much care for any of them (although he has developed a grudging respect for Mary), but Sophie was right when she once teased him that he had taken his coppiceman motto to heart: Protect and serve.

“Guilty as charged,” he had said. They were in bed, and he rolled on top of her. She asked what in the Ganley Gan he was doing. He said, “Protecting. And now, if it does ya, I will serve.”

The memory still hurts, although there’s sweetness to it, as well.

Mary stretches. “Feel how lovely and cool it is, Jack!”

He agrees, but if the rain comes, lovely and cool will become wet and cold. Meanwhile, thanks to the convoy of marauding teeners, the road has become all but impassable, a minefield of pavement that’s been chewed up by the treads of the armored Huskies and weaponized ATVs.

They travel along a deep, rocky arroyo that was once a river, and might be again if there’s a sustained downpour.

“Are we getting any closer to Dezi?” Mary asks when they stop to eat a cold lunch. “Because it feels to me like we’re covering the same ground again and again. Like being on a film loop. Which I suppose could happen in this fucked-up world.”

“We’re making progress,” Jack says. He points to columns of stone that are layered with different-colored rock. “I remember seeing those from Winola and thinking they looked like slices of a layer cake.”

“How poetic,” she says, with a touch of her old asperity.

“Lighten up, Mary.”

“Don’t feel like it.”

“Mrs. Talbot, you know jokes, right?”

“Yes, Major Iulia.”

“Tell us one. Cheer my road buddy up.”

“What do you call a cow with no legs?”

“I don’t know, what?”

“Ground beef.”

Mary looks amazed, then begins to laugh.

“Would you like another, Major Iulia?”

“I believe we are sufficiently amused.”

“I do not understand sufficiently amused.”

“Be quiet, Mrs. T.”

“Yes, Major Iulia.”

“That reminded me of Pay,” Mary says after awhile.

“Ah, shit. Sorry.”

“Don’t be. It hurts, but it’s a good hurt. Don’t you ever feel that way?”

“Yes.”

They ride in silence for awhile. Richard occasionally leaps out and walks, then leaps back into Mrs. T. Spry for an old fellow, Jack thinks.

Every now and then Mary mutters, “Ground beef,” and snorts laughter.
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Not long before daylight begins to fade, they come upon a shelter for the half-nomad cowboys known as drop-riders. It’s beat-up and splintery, reminding Jack of the Mail Pouch barn, but the roof is whole and there’s a rusty stove. Behind it is a shakepole lean-to which would do very well for Boy. Jack would like to push on, but the chances of getting caught without cover, in the dark and with rain in the offing, makes him think they should call it a day. The clouds overhead are low and swag-bellied. There are mutters of thunder.

“What do you think?” he asks Mary.

She shrugs. “Up to you.”

“Why?”

“Because you’re special.”

“Because I can flip?”

“It’s not just that. And not because you were married to the Shadow Queen. We all know, Jack.”

The Talisman, he thinks. I touched it. Held it. It left its mark.
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Mary finds three small, dust-covered cans on a shelf near the stove. There are no labels. Jack pries the lid off one and gets a faint kerosene-like aroma. “A rose by any other name would still smell as sweet,” he says, “and Sterno will always be Sterno.”

“What’s that?”

“A kind of jelly. It burns.”

“Do’ya,” she says. To Richard: “Help me get some wood, you lazy thing.” And to Jack: “Feed the horse.”

Jack leads Boy to the lean-to and spreads some oats. “Best I can do. Supplies are getting thin.” He feeds Boy a few cinnamon-dusted apple slices for good measure, and when he gets back to the shelter, Mary has brought in most of their food supplies and got a fire going.

“There’s rain gear,” she says. “Gan must like us.”

“Did you see that in a vision?” He points to the eyes on her palms.

“Nar. There’s a gunna box over there in the corner. All kinds of clothes. Also mice, which have now blown this pop-stand. Will you make supper, or shall I? Warning you, I ain’t much of a cook. Where’s Ry Connors when you need him? That man could cook.”
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Thunder wakes Jack in the middle of the night. Mary isn’t beside him. She is standing in the doorway of the shelter, wearing a poncho and a jug hat with a brim so large that the face below it is just a dim white oval. Richard is crouched between her bare feet.

“They will sleep,” she says.

Lightning flashes, illuminating her face. What he sees fills him with a horror that is almost childlike in its depth and simplicity. Mary’s eyes have rolled up in their sockets, leaving the blank whiteness of a statue’s eyes.

“Mary?”

Lightning flashes. Thunder rolls. A wind is rising, and Jack is totally glad they found this place. He needs to get back to Dezi, needs to see if it’s ruined, and if so, how badly it’s ruined. Only now Mary is creeping him out with her white eyes and Delphic pronouncements.

“Come back, Mary. Please, okay?”

“They will sleep.”

There’s an explosion of thunder almost directly overhead. Richard cringes but keeps his place. Guarding her, Jack thinks. A flash momentarily illuminates the rocky badlands and the zigzag scar of an arroyo running north of them. Are there figures standing on the edge of it? Jack isn’t sure, the flash is too brief. He tells himself it was just shadows, not Slow Muties. Richard whines and looks up at Mary, but only Mary’s body is here. The rest of her is gone. Jack picks Richard up.

“Mary, Richard wants you to come insi—”

“Severed heads!” she screams. “Severed heads! So many!”

Richard burrows his head beneath Jack’s arm. In the lean-to, Golden Boy whinnies. More lightning. Mary’s face is a rictus. She looks a thousand years old. She gives a high, wailing shriek. Then she slumps in the doorway, head on her knees.

“They will sleep. And wait. But not long. More will come, enough will come, and then rule Discordia!”

Richard gives a strangled bark. Mary jerks and looks up at the bumbler. “What happened?”

“You tranced out. Come back inside.”

He takes her by the arm and leads her in. Then he gets Golden Boy, who comes willingly enough. He doesn’t want the big palomino to get the strangles. Or hit by lightning.

“He better not shit in here,” Mary says.

“He won’t.” Not knowing if he will or not.

Jack closes the drape over the door. It won’t protect them from a lightning strike, but it will keep some of the wind out. And at least some of the rain, when it comes. That it will come is certain.

Mary lets Jack lead her back to her blanket. He takes the poncho and hat from her and puts them back in the gunna box on top of a multicolored serape that’s been munched by mice. Richard squirms to be put down and immediately snuggles up to Mary.

“You said they’ll sleep and wait, Mary. What did you mean?”

“I don’t know.”

“And something about severed heads.”

“I can’t remember.”

“Try, Mary!”

“I’m sorry, I can’t. I hardly ever can when I have one of those… things. I want to go back to sleep.”

She looks tired and terrified. Jack nods.

“Sleep with me, Jack. I don’t mean that, just for warmth. It’s turned so cold.”

“True.” He covers them both with blankets. Richard curls up between them. Golden Boy stamps a little, then quiets.

“I suppose if you wanted to…?” She doesn’t finish. Her voice is timid.

“Shh,” he says, and kisses her forehead.

She closes her eyes and Richard closes his.

She sleeps, Jack thinks. And they will, too. Whoever they are, and whatever that means.

He sleeps himself, and dreams of Dale’s severed head spinning away in Pernil’s dusty main street. He dreams of Pay’s one staring eye. Sometime in the night the rain starts.




8

They spend three days in the drop-rider’s shelter while the rain pelts down and the arroyo becomes a rushing river. They take turns exercising Golden Boy, wearing ponchos and juggers from the gunna box, then wiping the big horse down so he won’t come up lame or get sick. There’s nothing they can do about it if he does, but after Destry, Jack won’t let himself think about burying a horse. On the afternoon of the third day, Jack walks Boy to the arroyo and sees the newborn river is close to overspilling its banks.

He and Mary pack up, ready to leave if their shelter is flooded out, but around dusk of that day, the rain finally stops. The clouds to the west unravel and they are treated to a rainbow nearby and in the distance, a sunset so red that Jack thinks it’s like looking into hell. Or Discordia.

“We’ll push on tomorrow,” he says.

Mary, her cheeks scarlet with the sunset, gives him her old timid smile and replies, “Do’ya.”
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It takes two days for the thirsty ground to begin sucking down the excess water, and their progress is slow. Thinking about their trip to Pernil on the trolley now seems like a dream they shared; the reality is this slow trek, with many small detours, east toward Dezi. They don’t want to make Golden Boy work too hard, but that’s not the major problem. Parts of the Gilead Road, already gravely wounded by the mechanized convoy of redheads, have been washed away, and in places the trolley line has disappeared under puddles so broad they’re shallow lakes. The hills of the Drop, however, have bloomed. Jack isn’t sure what those great swatches of color are called in the speech, but he recognizes—or thinks he does—Desert Paintbrush, Lupine, Globe mallow, lilies and gillies and daisies. There’s also birdberry, running red through the low hills and stone outcrops like arteries.

Mrs. Talbot rolls along at little more than walking speed, sometimes hubcap deep in standing water. Golden Boy follows at an amble that sometimes breaks into a slow trot. On the second morning, Jack asks Mrs. T. about the depth of a particularly wide washout, but she is unable to tell. Jack’s not surprised. She’s equipped with radar that still works long after her makers have gone to the clearing at the end of the path—remarkable—but no sonar. Several times he walks ahead, testing the depth with a pole, while Mary guides the Binny to the left and right according to his hand gestures.

Around noon of the eighth day, Mary points to a ranch house flanked by two of the round barns common in the West’ard Baronies. “That’s a Big Sky Ranch house—see their BS brand on the barn roofs? Pay used to say that brand stood for bullshit. We’re getting close to home now. I think tomorrow we’ll be able to sleep in our own beds.”

“Do you say so?”

She sighs. “If those were explosions we heard way out on the bads, I doubt if there’s much left of our beds, or anything else. And if there were people in that Big Sky home-house, they’d’ve come out to see who was passing, wouldn’t they?”

“Say true. If they were alive.”

“Should we check?” Her eyes ask him to say no.

“I think we better move along, don’t you?”

“Yar. Yes. Maybe that would be best.”

They pass more Big Sky spreads, more home-houses, more barns. Cattle bawl at them from corrals. Next come smallholds closer in to town, what would be called truck gardens on America-side. Dirt roads branch off to the right and left. They pass a bucka with the driver’s lower half in the peak seat. His dead hands are curled into fists that still grip the traces, but his top half is behind him, guts and gore splattered across bags of produce. The two mulies that were pulling the bucka are dead in the traces, drawing flies.

Mary looks away, hand to mouth. They don’t discuss it.

The sun is out again, but the heat isn’t as strong as it was on the droplands, and Jack can smell (or imagines he can) the first salt tang of the Clean Sea on the breeze. They see no one alive, not on porches, not looking out from windows, not in the fields. A few of the smallholds have been burned, but three days of rain has kept the fires from spreading.

The paving is in better shape here, and ahead Jack sees a big kappa-kappa tree overhanging a curve in the road. He’s about to suggest that they stop in its shade for a noon meal when a huge cruciform shadow passes them. Jack would have sworn Richard was dead asleep, but he’s up and leaping from Mary’s window in what seems no more than an eye-blink. Usually when he gets out, he only wants to walk with Boy for awhile (and snap up a few bugs, which Mary has dubbed “Richard’s sky-raisins”). This time he bolts ahead of Mrs. T. at a speed Jack wouldn’t have believed if he wasn’t seeing it with his own eyes.

“What was it, Mary? What?”

“A bird! Big! Huge! Went past the kappa-kappa! Hurry up! Don’t let it get Richard!”

Jack speeds up, Mrs. T. rocking and thudding over broken pavement. Their gunna, considerably diminished by their days on the road, bounces and rattles in the back. They pass through the shade where Jack hoped to stop for lunch and round the curve. Richard is sitting in the road, and Jack has to stamp hard on the brake to keep from running him down. Surely the bumbler must hear the rattle of their gear, but he doesn’t look around or even stir.

“Oh my Gan,” Mary whispers. “What… what in the world…”

Jack has seen some amazing things in the Territories, but this is right up there with flying men and two-headed parrots. Twenty yards or so further on, facing Richard, is a plunja. It’s even bigger than the one Jack saw earlier: emerald green feathers, a long hooked beak like a gigantic thorn, and eyes like teacups filled with black ink. It’s standing on the body of a man in the wide leather pants of a drop-rider.

“I’ll get Richard!” Mary says, but Jack grabs her arm before she can get out of the Binny. And not gently. If she tries to pick up Richard now, he’ll bite her. This isn’t an intuition but a surety.

“Wait, do’ya.”

The plunja opens its beak and gives an ugly grating cry. Don’t even think about it, that cry says… but Jack has an idea it’s bluffing. It flaps its wings and paces in place on the back of the corpse, claws plucking and shredding the man’s bloodstained shirt. Richard gets to his feet and slowly begins to close the distance between him and the bird. His head is thrust forward. His teeth are bared.

“Let me go, Jack! He’ll be killed!”

“He won’t,” Jack says. Hoping to God and Gan he’s right.

More shadows pass above them, more plunjas headed in the direction of Dezi. Carrion birds, Jack thinks.

Richard closes in. The plunja flutters its wings again and slowly backs off the body, but still doesn’t fly. The bumbler has the bird in a kind of mind-meld.

The bird lies down on the broken road. One eye stares up, perhaps at its fellow birds passing above, wishing it could join them in their rich feast, perhaps at nothing at all. Richard seizes its scaly, outstretched neck in his jaws. The plunja doesn’t struggle, defend itself, or try to escape. The bumbler gives one brief, brisk shake of his head. Jack and Mary both hear the snap, like a stick of dry kindling broken over a knee, as the plunja’s neck breaks. Richard stands on what’s now just a heap of feathers. He cocks his leg and pisses on his fallen enemy. Then he lopes back to Mrs. T., coils his hindquarters, and leaps into Mary’s ready arms. There are drops of blood on his whiskers. Caught in his fur at the nape of his neck is a single green feather. She plucks it free with a moue of disgust and throws it away. Then she strokes Richard’s head and calls him a good, good boy.

Jack agrees wholeheartedly.
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As they near Dezi, the smell of the sea overpowers the stench of more bodies and burned-out buildings. One silo burns like an oversized birthday candle.

“They killed everyone in their path,” Mary says as they pass a scarecrow whose straw head has been replaced by that of an old man who died with a terminal grimace of horror.

“Mindless. Like Attila and his Huns.”

Jack grins in spite of himself. “You make them sound like a heavy metal group.”

She cocks an eyebrow. “You mean like Steppenwolf? ‘Born to Be Wild’?”

“Sure.” Mary left America-side before the advent of groups like Anthrax, Rancid, and Metallica. Which might be good or bad, depending upon one’s musical taste.

Many of the bodies have attracted plunjas, but they lumber into the air at the sight of the oncoming Binny. The idea that Richard is somehow sending out a telepathic signal—Beware me, ye eaters of the dead—is both silly and completely believable. Only one of them refuses to flee. Richard jumps down and approaches it as he did the previous one. This one doesn’t fly, either, just stares at the approaching bumbler, then lies down and waits for the coup de grace, which Richard administers without ado. He then returns to the Binny and jumps back into Mary’s lap, stretching his neck to better enjoy her strokes of approval.

“What about the others, Jack? Our friends? Are any of them alive?”

“No telling.” He stops close to the body upon which the bird was dining. Mary asks what he’s doing.

“I want to check something.”

He turns the corpse over, initially wincing at the scurrying bugs and smell of decomp. He holds his breath and bends down for a closer look. It’s a boy, surely no older than fourteen, dressed in homespun farmers’ clothes. But over these is a fancy long vest known in the speech as a kim commala. Such are worn only for ceremonial occasions, weddings and funerals and the like. This one has undoubtedly been stolen. The boy’s ragged, home-cut hair is loaded with birdberry dye. Part of a bah-bolt protrudes from his upper chest. He must have snapped off the shaft, then died as he tried to pull the arrowhead free.

Jack feels a mix of emotions. On one hand, he’s savagely pleased that one of Mary’s “Huns” has been brought down. On the other, this is just a country boy who was overwhelmed by a force greater than his ability to resist it.

He pulls off the kim commala and finds an inside pocket stuffed with Dezi scrip and two gold coins. There’s also a docker’s clutch and one of those futuristic pistols like the one he lost when he flipped to Taylor City from the Gullet. He leaves the loot but takes the gun and gives it to Mary.

“Be careful with it. I think it shoots some kind of powerful sound waves.”

“That was one of them, wasn’t it? One of the bad boys.”

Bad boys. “Yes. Bad boys and bad girls.”

“Can we go now?”

“Yes. Onward, Mrs. Talbot.”

Mrs. T. knows what that means.
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The road—what remains of it—widens as they near Dezi. They come to a strew of shattered pink kinna stone, some of the pieces scorched. They block the road, which will necessitate a detour. Jack starts to go around, but Mary tells him to stop.

“You know what this is?” she asks. “I mean, was?”

Of course he does. “It’s the Welcome Arch. The town is less than an hour away now. I can hear the waves, can’t you?”

“Yes. Wait, if it please.”

She sets Richard aside (the bumbler has decided her lap is his home away from home) and gets out. Jack follows. With an effort, they push one of the pink stones over. Incised upon it are words. Jack can read only two of them: DEZI and COMMALA. He knows well enough what it says, though, and so does Mary.

THIS IS DEZI. COME IN PEACE.

Not long after, they surmount the long ridge known as the Redoubt, an upswell of land that stretches all the way to Mejis and far beyond, to the Broken Mountains. From this vantage point, they can look down on the remains of Dezi. The picturesque pink terraces stepping down to the water have been mostly destroyed by weapons that haven’t been unleashed in Mid-World for delah of years.

The ruin of this once beautiful town, unlike any other in the Territories, fills Jack with grief. When he looks at Mary, he sees tears streaming down her face. The only good thing is that, after all their wanderings and adventures, they have returned to the Clean Sea. Looking at that sun-sparkling blue, Jack realizes he never expected to see it again.

“It’s gone, Jack! Dezi is gone!”

Jack is silent.
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DEZI
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Beyond Jack and Mary, along the Grandway, he can see something moving. It’s not a motor vehicle or a wagon but the kind of rickshaw known as a tete bucka. These are sometimes used by rich people as taxis. They are strictly town vehicles, pulled by donks or dwarf mulies and mostly used for shopping expeditions in the Below-Town. This one is being pulled by men instead of mulies, and under the sunshade is another man. A very large one who appears to be slopping from side to side with the bumps and jounces. Jack stops the Binny and gets out. Mary and Richard get out on their side and meet him in front of Mrs. T.’s short, sloping snout. Mary shades her eyes. Richard shades his with a paw in imitation.

“George and the Spinner are pulling that thing,” Jack says.

“I can’t make them out. Are you sure?”

“Yes. And that’s our esteemed governor in the bucka.” He pauses. “Or what’s left of him.”
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Before meeting the tete bucka, Jack and Mary come to the scene of a battle. There are abandoned vehicles, both upright and overturned. Some are equipped with weapons, and more than sixty bodies are scattered along the road and in both ditches. Some are redheads, others are defenders: townsmen, ranch hands, and diggy-digs still in their blue miners’ overalls. The grass has been scorched black. Jack thinks of Vietnam and napalm.

“I know some of these,” Mary says. “Noggy Dunn, waited table at the Bright Star Tavern… Jemmy Skeggs, who used to give me’n Pay a fish if he had an extra… that old man who used to cry the news—”

“Hesh Marten,” Jack says. One of the old gaffer’s arms is gone. He died baring his few remaining teeth at the sky.

He also recognizes Minny Washam, Youngblood’s chief mechanic and all-around fixer, but only by his long blond hair, which he always wore in a horsetail tied with a pink dashii ribbon, in memory of his mother. Most of his lower face has been obliterated. Jack doesn’t think the redheads murdered Minny. Near one outstretched hand is a shattered speed-shooter that apparently blew up and killed him with shrapnel from the barrel.

Mary says, “I see fisherfolk and town men… a carpenter named Horgan… that’s Raff Yorn, the plumber… and over there’s a boy I know, can’t remember his name. He used to deliver around the Upper-Town on that big-wheel bicycle…”

“Jory Gilgal. I think.” Jory has been speared through the neck with a bah-bolt.

“He seemed to be a nice laddie,” Mary says. Her tone is almost conversational. All her shock is on her white face. “What in Gan’s name happened here?”

What’s happened is obvious, but Jack points at the oncoming tete bucka. “We’ll ask them.”
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As the Binny Ding approaches, Jack and Mary see that the Spinner looks uninjured, but clearly exhausted. George Elgin, Edward Youngblood’s man of numbers and accounts, has a bloodstained bandage knotted around one calf. His hornrimmed glasses sit askew on his nose. One of the lenses is cracked. Under normal circumstances, the idea of such scrawny men hauling Youngblood’s bulk would be ludicrous.

Although still large, bordering on obese, Youngblood is clearly not long for this world or any other. Most of his clothes have been burned off. Only one eye remains to him, and Jack is haunted by the memory of Pay Orville after his mortal encounter at the train depot. The BK’s hair is gone. His skull is dotted with blood-blisters. The left side of his face has run like tallow. The cheek that belonged on that side is now hanging against his fat neck in a charred lump. He breathes in raspy wheezes.

Still, he’s lively enough to raise one of those raygun pistols like the one in the waistband of Mary’s pants.

“No!” Jack shouts. “Friends! Friends! Jack Sawyer and Mary Kl—”

He hears that bolting sound, and something like a gust of concentrated air, invisible but murderous, passes over the Binny Ding.

Mrs. Talbot speaks up unprompted. “This may be an enemy. Would you like me to ram, Major Iulia?”

Jack watches as George Elgin gently plucks the sci-fi gun from what remains of Youngblood’s hand.

“No ramming, Mrs. Talbot. We’re okay.” At least for now.

George speaks to Youngblood like a father to a frightened child. “It’s Jack, Governor. You sent him and Pay out to investigate the Great Gorge, remember?”

There’s a hoarse vocalization from the Big Kahuna, who is now the Krispy Kahuna. It sounds like Yack, but Jack supposes it’s as close to his name as the BK’s ruined vocal cords can manage. Then something he can’t understand at all. It sounds like remmfor.

“He might be trying to say reinforcements,” George says. “Hello, Jack. Welcome back.”

Jack thinks about how Pay would likely respond to such an un-intentional rhyme: You’re a poet and don’t know it, although your feet show it—they’re long fellows. See what I did there? Pay was a pain in the ass when he was alive. Now, partly because of Mary, it hurts every time he remembers the guy is dead.

He says, “Doesn’t look much like the place we left.”

George takes off his glasses and polishes them, being especially careful with the cracked lens. “No, I don’t suppose it does. We were to get reinforcements from Mejis… or Pernil… maybe Far Gilead.” His laugh is that of a man totally done up. Larry Magruder lets go of his handle of the tete bucka and tries to do a spin. His feet tangle and he sits down, puffing up dust and looking at his blistered hands.

“Why in God’s name would you…?” Jack can’t finish the thought, but when he gestures to Youngblood, George gets his drift.

“Bring him back out here? Well, he kept talking about reinforcements, and he had the gun. Picked it up back at the top of the Grandway. It was a pull-me-or-else kind of thing. And we had to do something. Besides, we kept thinking he’d die, didn’t we, Larry?”

The Spinner nods.

“Also,” George says, “I guess we just got used to jumping every time he said frog.”

“Do’ya,” Larry says, and begins to cry.
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“Remmfor,” Youngblood repeats. “Whurmay?” His one good eye rolls back and forth in its sockets.

George translates. “He wants to know where are the reinforcements.”

“We’re it,” Jack says, “and what does it matter? The redheads are gone, aren’t they?”

“Sure,” Larry says, but he’s looking around as if he’s not quite sure they are.

“Mary and I saw them heading toward Pernil. What happened here? You must have made some kind of a stand. What did you do?”

“We were to ambush them,” George says. “Hid in the ditches, both sides o’ the road. We had a truck, a horseless bucka, do’ya not kennit—”

“Kennit very well,” Jack says.

“It was full of guns from a hold Ayden Hestin found. Covered the truck with bushes and little trees so it looked like a tete grove. That was Washam’s idea, poor man. We waited in ambush, just like the Ladies of the Plate on the Great Road.”

“Plate ladies?” Mary asks, but Jack tells her to hush.

George continues. “They came. The redheaded brats. That one…” He points to the burned mayor of Dezi lolling in the tete bucka. “… that one said they’d be armed with nothing but bahs and slingers and brushie knives. Said the rumors that they had speed-shooting guns and exploders was a fairy tale. Said it was like the Grand Throcken bringing the kiddies gifts at Reaptide.”

The Spinner utters a high-pitched giggle. “He was certainly wrong about that. Wasn’t he, George?”

“Remmfor,” the BK growls. “Whurmay?”

“Coming,” George soothes, and pats one of Youngblood’s fused and blackened hands. “Won’t be long, sai. Many reinforcements.”

“Goo! Tha goo!”

“He says—”

“Got it,” Jack says. “Go on.”

“They came,” George says. “We expected dozens and got hundreds. Never mind bahs and slingers, they had all sorts of weapons. Some were from America-side—rifles, automatic pistols, speed-shooters—but there was other stuff, like in a science-fiction movie. Heat rays. Missiles. Some of the missiles were duds. We saw the name on the casings. They said—”

“Dragonfire.”

“That’s right. I don’t know where they got all that stuff, or the trucks, or the armored things that ran on treads, like tanks.”

“From the holds,” Jack says. “Whatever Hestin found wasn’t anything like the stuff those kids got their hands on.”

“The tall bald fella said that hold got flooded. Didn’t he, George?”

“He did. A lot of the stuff was rusted. Still, we surprised em. Didn’t we, Lar?”

“Yar! Rose up righteous, so we did.”

“So we did,” George echoes. “Commenced shooting with our guns. Bahs, too. Killed a bunch of those sons of bitches. But the bahs turned out more reliable because many of the guns wouldn’t fire. Some fired once or twice, then quit. I think because of the wet and the rust.” He points to Minny Washam. “He had a speed-shooter—machine gun, do’ya not see—and he killed a bunch of em with it, but then it blew up in his hands and down he went. Face gone. But we caught em unexpected, and I thought for awhile they might turn tail.”

He takes off his glasses and polishes them, doing it very carefully.

“They didn’t seem to have a leader, Jack. No strategy. Right down the road they came, the ones on foot stumbling and falling and getting up again, big guns in their hands and big grins on their faces. Not like an army. More like a… I don’t know…”

“Sure you do,” Jack says. “Like a mob.”

“Nar, nar, like a flock of birds. I thought we’d turn em in spite of all their fancy-ass weapons, confused like they were. Youngblood was hollering at us to go at them, go at them proper, but then—”

Larry Magruder says, “Then more hit us from behind. Kids. From town. Our town. They colored their hair.”

“How did they catch it?” Larry asks. “How could they?”

George shakes his head. “Don’t know.”

Jack does. No need to shake hands with an infected or breathe in a sneeze; this sickness isn’t like measles or influenza. He recalls an old movie he and Richard watched as kids. It was about a killer blob that swallowed people whole.

Mary asks, “How did they dye their hair? There’s no birdberry bushes in town.”

The Spinner gives a high-pitched giggle that’s part sob. “With blood.”

“They killed everyone left in town,” George says. “Old men, old women, little kiddies. Used their blood to color their hair. Then came out here to bushwhack us from behind.”

“Why, Jack?” Larry’s face is full of woeful perplexity. “Why would they do that?”

“Two killers came in from America-side through the Gullet,” Jack says. “The Great Gorge. They were infected. The others caught it from them. Like the flu.”

“But how did our kiddies catch it?”

“The redheads are all one mind,” Mary says. “It reached out.”

“Even here?” Larry can’t get it straight. “In Dezi?”

Mary says, “Everywhere.”
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Jack untethers Golden Boy. He boosts Mary onto Boy’s back and uses rope from their gunna to attach the tete bucka to the Binny’s trailer hitch. He installs George and Larry in the Binny and gives George instructions on how to drive. Which doesn’t take long. “You are now Major Iulia,” he informs George.

“Where’s Pay?” Larry asks.

“Dead.”

“Oh fuck.” Not able to spin in the close quarters of the Binny, Larry settles for crossing his arms and clutching his shoulders. “How’d it happen?”

“Long story.” Jack is plenty tired himself. So is Mary. “Don’t want to go into it now.”

“I always got a kick out of him. He told me the kids could use me to play spin the bottle.” He pauses. “That’s before the kids turned into killers, accourse.”

Jack asks George if Ry Connors is dead.

“I think he’s around. The Guv sent him and three or four other men out to the Great Road with the Ladies of the Plate. We could have used them—Ry especially—out here. We really might have turned them.”

“Who are these Ladies of the Plate?”

George tells him about Alice Stines and the dozen or so members of her plate-throwing club. Jack has heard of the plate-throwing women from Sophie, but thought it was mostly a myth, like Amazon women with their long spears and lethal aim. He has trouble grasping the lethality of the Orizas. Even after Larry shows him his bandaged hand, cut not during the fight on the Old Gilead Road but on the edge of one of the Oriza plates, all he can think of is that these women hoped to stop the marauding teeners with Frisbees.

There’s room for Jack next to Youngblood in the tete bucka, but he doesn’t want to sit near the wheezing lump that was once his commander. The stink of Youngblood’s charred flesh is terrible.

He walks beside the slow-moving Binny and listens to the rest of what George knows. It’s not a happy tale. Once the Dezi teens came up behind the defenders, most of the townsmen threw down their unreliable weapons and fled every which way. George says there was no point in trying to surrender; those who tried were shot. Larry Magruder hid beneath the diesel bucka Ayden Hestin had filled with weapons. Youngblood tried to rally his remaining men. George was one of those.

“Don’t ask me why,” he says. “I never signed up for a lifetime hitch over here, I was press-ganged just like Mary and Ry, but I got used to working for him.”

Jack doesn’t comment, but was he himself so different, especially after Sophie passed? In Mark Twain’s immortal words, he could have lit out for the Territories. But he didn’t. He stayed.

“Also, I was mad,” George says. “I shot a couple of those whoresons, and good luck to em.”

To Jack, George has never sounded less like an accountant.

“But then one of those not-from-town kids swung a gun on a pivot around at us. Wasn’t more than sixteen. Maybe even younger. He was standing in the back of a thing like this, a Bunny Dong or whatever you call it. Only it wasn’t a gun that shoots bullets or missiles but a flamethrower. He burned up at least a dozen of our guys and a couple of theirs he didn’t even notice. Set Governor Youngblood afire like a birthday candle and that was the end of trying to stop em. I tackled the Guv into the ditch, first tackle I threw since Peewee Football, and rolled him in the dirt. Put him out. By then most of the redheads were gone, and the rest ignored us. Once we stopped shooting, I don’t think they cared about us one way or the other. They went on to Dezi to rip and roar. We waited. We heard the sound of explosions. Some were really loud.”

So loud we heard them all the way out in the bads and saw the smoke, Jack thinks… but doesn’t say. There will be time later for his story, and Mary’s.

George looks at Jack with bewildered, stunned eyes. “It was over. We were beaten. So why did they have to go on destroying?”

Jack could tell George it’s always been that way, not a case of to the victors go the spoils, but rather the victors spoil everything they can get their hands on. Shoot the men, including those trying to surrender, rape the women, drink the booze, destroy anything that even vaguely resembles beauty.

“I got the truck going,” Larry says. “It was the one with the guns in it.”

“You did, Larry,” George says. “That was good.” Then, to Jack and Mary: “We got most of the way back to town and then that stupid damn bucket of bolts quit on us. By then we were at the Outer Dezi store—you know the place?”

Jack nods.

“From there we got a good view of the wreckage. Better than any of us wanted, I tellya true. Looked as bad as those German cities we bombed during World War II. And this used to be a pretty nice place, you know?”

From the back of Golden Boy, Mary says, almost too low to hear, “It was lovely.”

Larry says, “We saw that rickshaw thing parked beside the store. Mulie was dead, one of those sons of bitches shot the poor thing, so we unhitched it and got the Guv in. Went back the way we came. We didn’t know where we were going, just away.” He peers at Jack, clearly wanting to do a few self-comforting spins. Clutching his shoulders is a poor substitute. “What should we do now, Jack?”

What would the Spinner do—any of them—if I said how the fuck should I know?

“Did either of you happen to see the two who kicked this whole thing off? A boy and a girl quite a bit younger? Wearing America-side clothes?”

“No. Alice Stines might have. She was the dinh of the Oriza women.”

“I know Alice. She was one of the plate ladies?”

“Yes,” George says. “Yonder. Still alive, I wot.”

“Whurmay remmfor?” Youngblood asks. He’s lolling on the seat of the tete bucka. His tongue comes out and licks his charred lips.

“Coming,” Jack says, and pats the BK’s arm. A charred piece of skin sticks to his palm. He plucks it off, thinking I won’t scream. Screaming won’t help.

But on the other hand, it might.
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Jack has once again become the de facto leader of his America-side ka-tet. He doesn’t like it but accepts it. He says they should go to Rosewood Hall, if it’s still standing. They have to go somewhere, after all, if only to rest, have a palaver, and decide what to do next. There’s another reason, as well. If Rosewood is still standing, Edward Youngblood, aka the Guv, aka the Big Kahuna, can die in his own bed.

The stables and outbuildings have been burned flat. So is Rosewood Hall’s east wing, but the main house and west wing seem to have been saved by a robo fire engine, which is now stalled in the cobblestone courtyard. The high stone wall surrounding Youngblood’s prized garden is charred and the double gates—pocked by two bullet holes—have swung closed. Jack has no idea whether the Door of the Worlds still stands, but there are tire tracks leading into the garden.

A man and a woman sit with their backs against the side of the dead fire truck. A padded hold-all, sort of like an attaché case, is between them. The man is Ryall Connors. One arm of his homespun shirt is spotted with blood. The woman raises her head as Jack’s motley group approaches. A bloodstained bandage is wrapped around her forehead.

Jack recognizes Alice Stines at once. Haffe and Alice lived three houses along from Sophie and Jack on the second level of Upper-Town, and the Stines often walked in the cool of the evening, always hand in hand. Alice was beautiful, almost regal. She still looks regal, but badly used. Very.

She gets up, using the wall for support. Jack hurries to her.

“Nar, I do well,” she says. “Well enough, Jack.”

He bends a knee, fist to forehead. “Hile, Alice of Dezi. I’d not say may you do well, but may you do better.”

“Fairly spoke,” she says.

Ry gets to his feet with a grunt of effort. “Hey, Jack. As we say back on America-side, what the haps?”

“The haps already happened. How bad are you hurt?”

“Not as bad as most. Feony Jacks had one of those old guns. It blew up. Took most of his head off.”

Lot of that going around, Jack thinks.

“He died, I took some shrapnel. Is that burned lump of charcoal our dear leader?”

“It’s him, all right.”

“I see the drunk chick, but where’s Pay?”

“Dead. You seem to have lost none of your charm.”

“Fuck you, Jacky. Where were you while we were doing our best to stand off the redhaired crazies and getting our asses walloped by guns that actually worked?”

Jack tells Ry it’s a long story. He’s getting tired of saying it.

“Tell it, do’ya. Now that the homicidal kiddies are gone, we’ve got nothing but time.”

“Remmfor!” Youngblood croaks. “Whurramay?”

“Coming,” Larry soothes. “Coming, sai, reinforcements almost here.”

“Storytime later,” Jack says. “Alice, are you all right?”

“She’s okay. Just got grooved,” Ry says.

“I’d rather hear it from her.”

“We took cover in the trees,” Alice says. Like George and the Spinner, she has the battle-fatigued look that follows a firefight. “We thought—”

The door of the main house bangs open. Someone comes out, stumbles over the QUITCHABITCHIN welcome mat, then lurches across the courtyard. Jack has his gun in his hand before he has consciously decided to draw it, but manages not to shoot. It’s Buzzy the Duster. As always, she’s wearing a red clout over her straggle of hair. The cleaning rag is clutched in her hand, and she’s wearing the ever-present frantic smile. Otherwise, though…

My God and my Gan, Jack thinks.

“What the fuck?” Mary breathes.

“I’ve got so much work to do,” Buzzy says. Her left arm is gone. Bundles of wire dangle from her shoulder. Deep within, where flesh should be, tiny lights flash. “I’ve got so much work to do. Is that sai Youngblood? He looks unwell. Say sorry. I’ve got so much work to do.”

This isn’t real, Jack thinks. I’m in a lunatic asylum America-side. Pretty soon I’ll get another shot of antipsychotic medicine and these hallucinations will melt away.

Buzzy turns in a circle reminiscent of Larry Magruder, runs into the back of the fire engine, rebounds, and makes another circle. Jack sees one of her eyes has fallen in. More tiny blinking lights are behind it. “So much work to do.”

She returns to the house, once again stumbles over the joke welcome mat, and then Jill is back in her box.

Jack looks at George, amazed. “Did you know?”

He shakes his head.

“Mary? Did you?”

She’s sitting erect and wide-eyed on Golden Boy. Richard, not a bit fashed, is sitting placidly in the big horse’s shadow, snapping at sky-raisins. “I always knew she wasn’t right, but did I know she was a… a…”

“Android,” George says, and at the same moment Larry says, “Robot.”

“What does it matter what she is?” Alice says. “The town is gone and Youngblood is going. He wasn’t much of a leader, not a patch on his da’ and grandda’, but he’s what we had.”

Alice speaking of Youngblood makes Jack remember something. He begins to rummage through what remains of their gunna. Mary slides off Boy and joins him, Richard at his heel.

Larry says, “My God and Gan, is that a billy-bumbler? I thought they were just made-up stories for the kiddies.”

He starts to get out of the Binny to investigate. Mary scoops Richard up and holds him to her breast. “Don’t touch him, he’s mine.” And, as an afterthought: “Ours, I mean. What are you looking for, Jack?”

He’s found it. He reaches into the totesack that was once a Yeti bag and brings out a squat bottle, and lifts it to the blistered remains of Edward Youngblood’s lips. “Here, sai. Wet your whistle.”

When Youngblood puckers his lips around the neck of the bottle, they crack open. Blood and Coke run down his stubbly chin. He swallows twice, and when Jack takes the bottle away he says, “Goo. Goo.”

In a story he’d have his drink of Coke and then die. But this is no story, and the charred, one-eyed hulk of the self-styled governor continues to breathe.

“I’d like some of that,” Ry says. “If you don’t mind, big boy.”

Jack hands him and Mary each a bottle. He doesn’t think Youngblood will care about anything in what little remains of his life.

“Oh my God and my Gan,” Mary says after taking a first sip. “This is so fine.”

“A little taste of home,” George agrees. He holds up his squat bottle of what is in Mid-World Cooa-Cooa Ori Tay. “Let’s have a toast!”

Standing in the courtyard beside a dead robo fire engine, with the smell of the burned seacoast town in their nostrils, they tap their bottles together: Jack, Mary, George, Larry, Ryall, and Alice Stines.

“Set us on with a word,” Jack says.

“To survival,” George replies.

They all echo this toast, but before they can take a ceremonial swallow, Buzzy’s voice comes from the estate’s main hall. “I have so much wor—” The rest is cut off by one of those bolting sounds followed by a swash of air.

Mary drops her bottle, and Coca-Cola brought all the way from Lincoln, Nebraska, foams across the cobbles.

Buzzy the Duster once more emerges from the front door and once again stumbles on the welcome mat. This time she—or it—falls. Except it’s now only her bottom half, from which more bundles of wire protrude. There’s a bitter fizzing sound and the smell of burning metal. Or components. Or something. The legs scissor back and forth, perhaps trying to crawl.

Another scream, and a young woman runs out of the Hall. It’s Youngblood’s last gilly-girl. Darrie’s long hair, formerly blonde, is now streaked red with blood. In her hand is one of the bolt pistols. She stumbles over Buzzy’s lower half, falls, gets up, and points the pistol at Golden Boy, the biggest target. Jack shoots her without even thinking about it. There’s no time to think. Darrie sprawls on her back with a bullet hole between her eyes.

“Nice shooting,” Ry says, and Jack tells him to shut up.

“Guys?” Larry the Spinner says. “Um, guys?”

He does a double spin before telling them the mayor is dead.
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There’s a beautiful open-air esplanade floored with pink kinna stone at the rear of Rosewood Hall, and it’s there that the six of them—seven, counting Richard—palaver the afternoon away.

Going through the Big Kahuna’s grand receiving hall, they see the bodies of Youngblood’s two guard dogs, Nemo and Nymo—the Blessings—lying gutted on the parquet floor. Their blood is streaked with finger marks. Jack doesn’t have to be Sherlock Holmes to know how Darrie colored her hair.

“Are they really gone, Jack?” Alice asks. “The redheads?”

“Yes.”

“You can’t know that for sure,” Ry says.

“I do. That poor girl, Darrie, was the last. I think she didn’t go with the others because she wanted revenge on the man who raped her.”

Ry laughs. “You call what they were doing rape? Come on! She was all over him!”

Mary has Richard in her lap, stroking his fur, taking comfort from the bumbler. “She was just a kid, Ryall.”

“She didn’t look like a kid to me.” He holds his cupped hands out in front of his chest. “Crimpah ate his food, wore his clothes, what few of them she’d bother to put on, that is, and she—”

“Stop!” Jack says. “We’ve got other things to talk about.”

“Like what?” Ry asks. He gestures toward the smoking remains of the once beautiful town that lies below them. “It’s done, big boy. All over. Toot-finee. Passy le porter mowvaise newvelle, as the Frenchies say. Nothing to do but pick up the pieces.”

Jack has no idea what Ry just said in his mangled French, and he doesn’t think the worst has happened. There’s the Gullet. Still open, still growing. Alice is sipping her Coca-Cola as if it were a wine of a particularly fine vintage.

“What happened out on the Great Road, Alice? And where is Haffe?”

“My man is dead,” Alice says. Her voice is steady enough and her face is composed. All the woe is in her eyes. “Haffe was one of the men that went out with us, along with Mason Downey, Jory Fields, Feony Jacks, and sai Connors. All but Ryall—and maybe Jory—have gone to the clearing. Will I tell you something? May I speak plain?”

“Whatever you will, sai, and I’m sorry for your loss. Sorry big-big.”

She gives him a stoic nod of the noblesse oblige type, which he doesn’t resent. She is of a semi-royal class of Dezi residents, which is now mostly (perhaps entirely) gone. Far more important to him, she acquitted herself bravely in a doomed defense of her town.

She gestures to Jack with one hand and to Ry with the other. “You don’t like each other. That is clear to me, but I beg you put your animosity aside in honor of the town where we all lived. You should know that sai Connors was wounded by flying metal when Feony’s gun blew up and still risked his life to save mine. He bore me away in his arms.”

“I thought she was dead at first,” Ry says, “but it was just a faint. She shook it off and went on rallying her troops, which by then were pretty well torn up. It was mad out there, Sawyer. You don’t know.”

Alice says, “We got there ahead of the invaders and settled in on both sides of the road. They came in a column. We could hear them long before we saw them. There were trucks and huge armored buckas that crawled along on treads, tearing up the road. Some of the kids were walking, some were riding in the trucks, some were waving bloody shirts on sticks, like flags. Most of the trucks were open in the backs. We could see the goods they looted from Hemphill and all those other tete villons along their way.”

“They took food, accourse,” Ry says, “but there was other stuff that made no sense. Chairs, candelabras, clothes, pictures, mirrors. One of the redheaded girls was wearing a velvet evening dress.” He turns to Alice and puts his fist to his forehead. “Cry your pardon, sai. Go on. I won’t interrupt again. Big boy won’t like it.”

Jack is becoming tired of being called big boy, but keeps his lip zipped. What she said about damping down the animosity between the two of them is smart. Mostly he needs to know if Kinneston and Speckhoffer were with the invading mob on the Great Road. According to Mary’s vision, they were killed, but not in Dezi. On America-side.

This time Alice Stines gives her noblesse oblige nod to Ry. “They stole whatever caught their eye, you say true. Several of the trucks had severed heads on their fronts, where the motors are. For decoration, I suppose.”

“Hood ornaments,” George says.

“I wanted to catch them in a snare. That was the plan. I told my force to let all the motor buckas in, even if it meant letting the ones at the head of the parade go. I said it was important to get as many as we could. My ladies held, but one of the men—”

Ryall growls, “Jory Fields. He ran once the shooting started, ran like a fuckin rabbit—”

“Will you shut up and let that lady tell it?” Mary asks.

“Oh my God and Gan,” Ry says, “the drunk lady-sai speaks!”

“You need to keep quiet,” Jack says.

“Who made you King Shit of Turd Mountain, Jacky?”

“Will you both quit it?” George shouts. “Just quit it! They wiped out the town and you two are squabbling over who gets to speak?”

The source is unexpected, and Ryall looks surprised. Almost shocked. Then—maybe he can’t help it—he flips George the bird. But he stays quiet for the remainder of Alice’s story.

She says, “The lead vehicle sailed through, then the next truck, full of cheering teeners waving their rifles and pistols, some firing into the air. Those armored crawlers were at the end of the column because of the damage they were doing to the road. I knew the Orizas couldn’t do anything about the armored crawlers. We hoped the guns the men had could, but the shots they fired just bounced off.

“Then, before I could give the order, Jory Fields shot one of those teeners, a young boy who had a severed head by the hair and was waving it around. There was no point holding back then, so I screamed Riza fly true and the other ladies did the same. We threw our plates at the redheads we could see. The men with us started firing their guns. Feony’s blew up, and I guess someone else’s jammed—”

“Downey,” Ry says. “Mason Downey. I saw him go down.”

“My ladies threw well and fair,” Alice says. She grows animated as she recalls the battle. Color mounts in her previously pale cheeks. “The Rizas severed the heads of at least a dozen teens. At first I thought we really might win, or at least drive them off. The sound of the Rizas—they make a high screaming noise as they fly—terrified them. Teeners may have breasts or hair on their faces, but they’re still little more than babbies, you know. Lethal, but still babbies. Some jumped from the trucks and ran for the woods where we were waiting for them with our own hand shooters and slingers and extra plates. Many and many-a walking beside the motor trucks lost their heads.”

Jack flashes to the drop-rider’s shelter. Mary screaming Severed heads! So many!

“What happened then, sai?”

Alice’s momentary excitement dies as swiftly as it came. “They slaughtered us. It might’ve happened even if Jory had held his fire and we’d gotten them all in our net. They had far more powerful weapons. We only had our plates and a few men, because Youngblood believed that the main body of the redheads would come the other way, along the Old Gilead Road. We had no chance. We got dozens of them, but they got all of us, except for me and sai Connors and—maybe—Jory Fields.

“I never passed out when the bullet hit the side of my head. The world went all white and there was a high thin ringing in my ears. I could still hear shooting and the whine of Rizas flying. I thought I was dying, but I didn’t want to do it lying down, so I got up again and screamed Riza Riza Riza even though I had no plate, for I had thrown mine, and no shooter, either. I could hear bullets flying around me—snap and snap and snap. There were explosions. Trees falling. Burning. I remember sai Connors picking me up and running with me, but then I passed out. The next thing I knew I was somewhere on the Redoubt, looking down on Rosewood. Sai Connors tore away part of my overshirt and mopped up the blood on the side of my head and my neck. He tore off some of his own shirt and tied it around my wound for a bandage. He asked me if I knew who I was and what had happened. When I told him those things, he said, ‘I guess you’ll live.’ ”

“I was hoping you would, but wasn’t sure,” Ry says. “There was a lot of blood. A moit, as they say here.”

“My ears are still ringing,” she says, “and I have the most awful headache.”

Jack says, “I might have something for that. If my house is still standing, that is.”

“We watched the east wing of Rosewood burn,” Alice says. “The fire engine arrived and saved the rest of the house, but then it just quit working, the way old things from the Old People have a way of doing.”

“Like the guns,” Larry Magruder says morosely. “But they was wet, too.”

“We came down here to the Hall, sai Connors carrying me all the way… I kept fainting on him, do’ya not see… and that is where you found us.”

“You used to take dinner with the Guv,” Mary says. “Did you know that Buzzy was a… whatever she was?”

“No. I thought she was from your America-side, and coming here made her… strange.”

“Alice, you said your fighters allowed the lead vehicle through your net.”

“Aye, and the truck following.” She pauses and looks at Ry, who nods.

“Was that lead vehicle like the one we came in?” He points to the second Mrs. Talbot.

“Aye, except it was open on top. They were standing up, yelling at the top of their lungs and waving the others on.”

“Was it a young man and an even younger girl?”

She frowns. “All I can remember is the girl was wearing a pink jacket with many twinkly close-ups.”

“Zippers?” Mary asks.

“I don’t ken zippers,” Alice says.

At the press conference Jack watched in the Marriott Cornhusker Jerome Gaithers said the farmer who witnessed the murder of Cole Travers recognized Kinneston by his red hair and the girl by her blonde hair and pink motorcycle jacket.

So it was them, they got through the ambush unscathed, and they were driving a Binny Ding. The question is where are they now? And the others, their followers?
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It takes almost another hour for Jack and Mary to tell their own adventures. It would have taken much longer if they had told everything, but by mutual and unspoken consent, it’s a heavily redacted version. Mary doesn’t talk about spending time in the Pernil pokey after getting cataclysmically drunk, or about how she froze on the water tower. Jack says little about his time on America-side, just telling them he “ran into some problems.” About Dale he says nothing.

“I would hear more of the place you call Labraskie,” Alice says. “It sounds like a place of wonders. Perhaps another time.”

“Yes, lady-sai. Another time.”

The afternoon is ending. Shadows grow long and the Clean Sea goes from sparkling blue to wine dark. Mary says she’ll find the kitchen and rustle up some grub. When Alice says she doesn’t understand grub, it makes Jack think of all the things Mrs. Talbot doesn’t understand. Smiles are in short supply, but that thought earns a small one.

“I’ll help you,” Alice says, but when she tries to get up she sways, holds one hand to her bandaged head, and sits down again.

Ry puts an arm around her. She looks at him gratefully, and rests her head on his shoulder. Ry gives Jack a look that says Do you want to make something of it? Big boy?

Big boy doesn’t.

“I’d cook,” Ry says, “but…” He nods to Alice, who is struggling to stay upright.

“I’ll help,” George says. “Come on, Mare. The kitchen in the east wing is gone, burned to a crisp, but the one on the west side should be all right. Plenty of supplies. I’ll whip up some pancakes. Used to make em for my girls before I… you know, came here.” His voice trembles on the last word, and Jack realizes he has never asked about George’s family, although he has seen his wedding ring. That is jewelry Ryall and Larry the Spinner lack.

“I’ll help, too,” Larry says. He jumps to his feet and does a nimble three-sixty spin, making Jack think of the one movie his mother made with Fred Astaire, back in her starlet days. Lily Cavanaugh could only hoof it a little, but Astaire was great.

“No, stay here, we can handle it,” George says, so the Spinner remains on the esplanade. Later Jack will think that great revelations sometimes turn on the smallest of hinges. George and Mary leave with Richard trotting along behind his darling girl.

Alice says, “Someone has to go out to the Great Road… pick up the plates… they… they…”

“We’ll get them tomorrow, lady-sai,” Larry Magruder says, and pats her hand. “And accourse we’ll be careful.” He displays the scabbed-over wound on his hand.

Ry shakes Alice, but gently. “Don’t go to sleep. That’s a bad thing to do after a headwound, and you’re lucky to be alive.”

She doesn’t open her eyes. “Say tr-tr…” Then, Dezi upper crust or not, she begins to snore like any drunk passed out behind a Lower-Town barroom.

“I’m worried about her,” Ry says. “If you’d seen her out there on the road… how brave she was…”

“I’m sure she has a yard of guts, and I’m glad you took care of her.”

“I care about her,” Ry says.

“You said something in French. At least I think it was French. What was that?”

“I probably said it wrong. Jacques used to say I spoke French like old people fuck. What I said—or tried to—was ‘I hate to be the bearer of bad news.’ Jacques used to say that all the time, mostly when he was showing me plates that didn’t get clean in the dishwasher because they were crusted with one of his fancy sauces.”

“When was this? And where?”

“Ah, I was just a kid. Seventeen. School dropout.”

He brushes Alice Stines’s blood-matted hair off her forehead, and Jack realizes he’s looking at a man in love. Deeply. Doesn’t matter that she lost her husband hours ago, doesn’t matter that he has no chance of winning the lady fair (the snoring lady fair); love, like laughter, does not ask for admittance, just barges in.

“Back then I just wanted to get out of the house, kennit, cause my dad was a thumper when he was drunk and he was most always drunk. That was in Jersey City. I got a room way downtown in a roach heaven, and a job at La Grenouille on 52nd Street. Dishboy. Jacques Dubois was the chef. Talked Parisian French like an angel, but he was one mean motherfucker. I caught on to a lot of what he was saying, because at that age, you just listen and learn. If you’re smart, that is. Quelle merde for it’s a shithole, qui s’y frotte s’y pique for fuck around and find out. Why do you care, big boy? You gonna write my biography?”

“No, but I don’t have access to Google, so—”

“What’s Google?” Larry asks. “Like goo-goo-googly eyes?” He laughs and clutches his shoulders.

“Never mind Google. Ry, do you know what le salary de la pear means?”

Ry laughs. “You’re the one who speaks French like old people fuck, big boy.”

“Let me try it again, slower. Le sal-a-ree de la pee-yer. Means nothing?”

“You might mean the price of fear. Or the price of terror.”

“I saw that one!” Larry exclaims. “At the Film Forum! I took a date! She wanted to see it, she was crazy about foreign films! Called it the cin-ee-mah.”

“Saw what?” Jack asks.

“The Wages of Fear. It was a super-duper movie even if it was in black and white.”
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Right here and now (as Jack’s friend Wolf used to say), see this and see it very well.

It’s a man on a balcony, standing behind a balustrade made of pink stone. He’s wearing faded jeans and a tee-shirt reading OMAHA NEBRASKA BIRTHPLACE OF MARLON BRANDO! The shirt has been thinned by many washings, but it’s clean; there’s no blood or dirt on it. We’d know this man anywhere, although he has lost twenty pounds.

You say you’ve seen this man before? Sure you have, because ka is a wheel, its one purpose is to turn, and it always comes back to where it started. But the last time we visited this man on this balcony, there was a pretty town spread out below on descending terraces of that same pink stone. There were pleasure boats at dock in the harbor and fishing boats with varicolored sails far out in the bay. Now most of the boats are belly-up or sunk, and the town is in smoking ruins. The step-down terraces, a kind of caste system built over centuries, are broken into senseless rubble. Most of this man’s house, once six rooms full of light and open to the breezes, has been blown to blazes. He had hoped to bring Alice aspirin for her headache, but his bottle of Excedrin, bought in the Hemingford Home Walgreens, is gone. So are the treasured mementos, and a beautiful portrait of Sophie painted by a wandering artist who claimed to have come from Far Gilead.

The home where Alice Stines and the late Haffe Stines lived has escaped the general destruction. It stands out like one remaining incisor in an otherwise toothless mouth. Instead of fresh breezes, our man smells smoke, spilled beer and whiskey, charred timber, and charred flesh. Before moving on, the redheads slaughtered everyone they could find. The docks are gone. The deep pool off Fisherman’s Nook is polluted with decaying bodies. Naked men and women hang from the dead sparklight poles. Children, too. The windows of Caiden’s Candies are broken, the sweets stolen.

The redheads weren’t here for long, but long enough. To build takes time. To tear down, not so much.

Jack is thinking of his mother.

When he was eight, she took him to a movie at the Fox Westwood. As always, she wore sunglasses, a kerchief, and a dowdy housedress while out on the street so as not to be recognized. As the son of a movie actress (Lily considered the word film hoity-toity, let alone cin-ee-mah), Jacky had been to a great many movies. It would be a badly mixed metaphor to say he cut his teeth on celluloid, but you get the idea.

He never cried in theaters, even as a baby, he once overheard his mother tell a friend. Always looking at the screen, wide-eyed and happy.

Most of the movies Lily took him to were age-appropriate, and after his father died, it almost always was Lily. A babysitter took him only if his mother was on location. Jack saw re-releases of Bambi, Fantasia, and Song of the South (before that one was deemed racist and canceled). He saw Escape to Witch Mountain and Benji and Willy Wonka. Most of those movies are a colorful mishmash in the memories of Jack’s adult self (with the exception of the Oompa-Loompas, which stood out because they terrified him). What he remembers best is the day his mother put on her sunglasses and her dowdy housedress and took him to his first adult movie.

Why was he home from third grade? A cold? He can’t remember. Mom probably couldn’t get a babysitter because it was school hours and Mrs. Westin, the housekeeper, wasn’t there that day. What he remembers is Mom saying It’s PG, I guess it won’t give you a complex, so come on. What he remembers is how they went right up to the box office, while at the theater down the street there was a line that stretched around the block. When Jacky asked what those guys were seeing, Lily said “A piece of shit called Star Wars. It’ll still be playing all over town six months from now, and this one we’re seeing will leave at the end of the week because it’s doing zero business. So what? George Lucas is a child playing with Tinkertoys. William Friedkin is an artist.”

They went in and there were previews for other adult movies like Saturday Night Fever and Looking for Mr. Goodbar and no color cartoon at the start like there usually was in the kid movies, and then the movie started and Jacky had never seen such a thing. It was awesome and beautiful and scary and horrible. There was blood and explosions and some of the characters you were rooting for died and twice his mother tried to cover his eyes but he brushed her hand away because he wanted to see everything. The movie was called Sorcerer, and afterward his mother told him it was a remake—superior in some ways, not as good in others—of a French movie, written and directed by Henri-Georges Clouzot, which you said Cloo-zo. She said she would take him to see the original when it played at the Nuart (the Sloats had a Betamax tape player, but Lily sneered at the idea of movies on tape), but she never did. She said the title of the French version was Le Salaire de la Peur, which meant The Wages of Fear. Jack (although back then he was Jacky) thought that was a better title than Sorcerer, because the characters in the movie felt plenty of fear, and so did one little boy in the audience with his mother. What Jacky remembers best about the film is the Frenchman, Victor, who fled from Paris to some jungle country because he stole a bunch of money. Victor and another outcast named Kassem managed to cross a mostly broken bridge in a driving rainstorm (Jacky on the edge of his seat, bladder full of anxiety-pee), and they thought they were okay once they made it to the other side, got relaxed, got cool, took chill pills, but they didn’t know they had a bad tire. Jack has never forgotten Victor’s last words before the tire blew and the dynamite they were carrying exploded, killing them both. Victor was showing Kassem the watch his wife gave him. He said, “It’s five minutes before nine. In Paris.” Jacky was just a kid, but he understood what the movie was saying, understood it perfectly: Anybody could die anytime. Anytime at all.

Now, on this balcony, he understands that was what he remembered when Mrs. Talbot came around the curve and he saw the kappa-kappa tree blocking the road. He did eventually see the Clouzot movie. He was in college, with a bunch of friends all done up on some excellent Panama Red. At the Billy Wilder Theater, wasn’t it? Sure. Dubbed in English. He remembered the French title from what his mother told him on the day they didn’t go to see Star Wars. That downed tree on the road to the Gullet brought it back. There was a downed tree in Sorcerer, too. The Palestinian terrorist, Kassem, used a homemade bomb to blow it up. Jack used a Dragonfire missile on his. Still… another echo.

He remembers thinking of his mother lighting a Herbert Tareyton (which she called “my Herbert Tarrytoons”) as soon as they got out of the theater. Going home she said that someday, long after everyone had forgotten Star Wars, they would remember Friedkin’s film, and how brave it was.

Well, Ma, you were wrong about that—it’s Star Wars people remember, not Sorcerer. Although there was never a better line than “It’s five minutes before nine in Paris.”

It all makes sense, an echo rebounding not between America and the Territories, but between the Jacky that he was and the Jack that he is.

Except his damned old intuition whispers that he’s wrong. That it’s more.

A book called Le Salaire de la Peur became a movie called The Wages of Fear. The Wages of Fear became Sorcerer. And Sorcerer became what, exactly?

Nothing, he tells himself. It became nothing because sometimes a movie is just a movie. Like sometimes a cigar is just a smoke.

Then, from behind him, a man says, “Sai Sawyer. Come with me. It’s time.”
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The newcomer has found his way so silently around the rubble of his house that Jack is almost startled enough to tumble over the balustrade, which would very likely have occasioned a quick trip to the clearing at the end of the path. Instead he’s gripped by a strong hand and turns to see Ayden Hestin towering over him. The moon is down and his eyes are shadowy sockets in the starlight. His babushka is around his shoulders like a shawl. His bald head gleams.

“Jesus, Ayden, scare a person, why don’t you?”

“I cry pardon, sai. But you must come with me.”

“Where? Why?”

“Would you know what happened to the young man and the girl who left your friend to be infected by the wympis? Would you like to know what you must do next?”

Jack is still trying to figure out what comes next. It has more than crossed his mind to move on, maybe down south, maybe even up to the Endless Snows. Why not? He’s Travelin’ Jack, after all; Speedy Parker was right about that one. There’s the Gullet, of course; it’s growing and when there are enough redheaded slaves to power it, it will swallow the world, but part of him wants to say fuck the Gullet. He’s been through a lot. He’s tired and freaked out, let someone else take care of it, let someone else be the hero, time for a vaycay.

Of course this is self-pitying and cowardly. He knows it. Of course it puts short-term satisfaction over a coming apocalypse. He knows that, too. But didn’t even Christ ask his Father to take the cup from his lips? And no way is he in that league.

Playing for time, Jack asks: “How do you know about Dale?”

“I know many things.”

“Spoken like a true oracle. Did you know most of the weapons you told Youngblood about wouldn’t work?”

Hestin says nothing.

“You did, didn’t you?”

“Ka is a wheel. To change its course only turns small disasters into great catastrophes.”

Jack says, “If I believed that, I’d kill myself.”

To this Hestin also makes no reply. As if it’s not worthy of one.

“You’re no more human than Buzzy was. Are you?”

Ayden Hestin doesn’t speak to that, either. “Sai Jack, if you would save this world—very likely all worlds—you and your ka-tet still have far to go.”

“Why?”

“Come with me, sai.”

“You know what, I don’t think I will. People died. You probably don’t get that, but people fucking died. Children who never did anything to anyone. I did what I could and it didn’t work out. Leave me alo—”

Hestin says, “It’s five minutes before nine. In Paris.”

“What? What did you say?” He sounds breathless, like a man who has been sucker-punched.

“Come with me.”

Jack goes.
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George Elgin, Larry Magruder, Mary Klee, and Richard spend the night in Rosewood Hall. The east wing is in ashes, but that still leaves seven bedrooms in the west wing, each equipped with toilets that work and bathing tubs that still draw hot water. Jack feels a pang of jealousy but no real surprise when Richard goes with Mary, sparing him a single look back.

Ry Connors accompanies Alice to the Stines house, and Jack understands—not through intuition but because of how long he’s known Haffe and Alice—that Alice will sleep in one room and Ryall in another. At some point in the future they may share a bed, but that time isn’t now, and never will be unless Ry plays his cards very carefully. Jack has no great liking for Connors, but he respects the man’s ability to read others and believes Ryall won’t spoil his chances by moving too soon. And if they do come together at some point, Jack has no doubt that Ry will treat her with the respect she deserves and has come to expect as her due.

The morning after these folken are reunited—become ka-commala, in the speech—six humans and one billy-bumbler eat in the kitchen of the Hall. George Elgin makes more pancakes, this time loaded with chocolate shavers from Caiden’s, a bag of which he found on a high shelf of the capacious pantry. They eat ravenously. There’s some laughter and even Alice manages a smile as she watches Richard chase pieces of pancake and bring them back to Mary.

“You can have that one,” Mary says as the bumbler holds one of these scraps up to her. Richard gobbles it down.

“He’s awfully cute,” Alice says.

“You might not think so if you’d seen him with the plunja birds,” Mary says.

“It’s true, then? They fascinate those awful things?”

“It’s true.” Mary throws another bit of pancake. Richard scurries after it.

“You’re awful quiet,” Larry says to Jack. “What’s going on witchoo?”

“I had a visitor last night. It’s given me a lot to think about.”

“Who?” George asks.

“I’ll tell you later. Tell you everything. First we need to go out to the Great Road. Pick up the Oriza plates and begin seeing to our dead.”

“Each lady usually retrieves her own Riza,” Alice says. “That’s the tradition, and how we do at practice. The other ladies are gone, so I will retrieve my plate and the rest of you will retrieve the others in their honor.”

“Will you know your own, sai?” George asked.

“Yar, so I will.”

And so she does.
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The half-wheel of road where the Ladies of the Plate tried to turn the other part of the redheads’ advance, or at least blunt it, is a corridor of blood and devastation. Jack knew it would be. So did Ryall, who suggested Alice stay behind. Alice refused, but at her first sight of the place where the battle was fought, she hides her head against Ry’s shoulder. He has no more than put an arm around her (with the stunned expression of a man who can’t believe his luck) when she steps away and faces the slaughter squarely.

Six trucks have been abandoned. Four carry mounted weapons—missile launchers and heavy machine guns that look to Jack like M60s, M42s, and M240s. Two others must have been used as troop carriers.

The North Central Positronics version of an Abrams tank (or maybe it rolled off a Sombra Corporation assembly line long ago, possibly in yet another world) is mired in a ditch at a severe angle, its gun pointed at the sky. A teenage girl lies half out of the hatch. The backs of the troop carriers are splashed with blood. There are many severed heads in the road, redheads one and all. Here is proof that Mary is still a pretty fine seeress.

“Rizas flew true,” Larry Magruder says, and kicks one of the heads aside with a viciousness Jack wouldn’t have expected from such an ordinarily mild man.

The stench is awful, and dozens of plunja birds are picking eagerly at the corpses. One tries to fly with a severed head clutched in its beak by the dyed hair, but can’t get into the air no matter how hard it flaps. Richard leaps from the Binny in which Jack and Mary are riding. Jack expects the bumbler to go for the putative head-thief because it’s closest. Instead he speeds up a brushy bank, rear legs digging up clods of earth, ears laid flat, teeth bared. Soon several of the huge birds labor into the air.

“He knows where the ladies are,” Mary says. “He’s trying to keep those flying fuckers from defiling the bodies any more than they already have been.”

Jack finds this hard to believe until Richard races back down the bank and crosses the road, ignoring the plunjas picking and tearing at dead teenagers. He’s up the other bank where more Ladies of the Plate lie dead, and soon more plunjas are flying. Except for one, which didn’t want to leave its meal and paid the price. Richard drags it out of the trees, wings beating up fans of mud from the ditch. He snaps its neck, pisses on it, then rejoins Mary. He ignores the birds that are dining on the remaining bodies.

“He’ll leave those to feast on the invaders,” Alice says to Mary. “Won’t he?”

“Do’ya,” Mary says.

“How does he know they’re enemies?” George asks.

“I think it’s their hair,” Mary says, cuddling Richard to her bosom. The old bumbler grins at her with bloodstained teeth.

They hunt for Oriza plates. Alice, Ryall, and Jack take the near side of the road. They work their way slowly through the scrubby trees and low bushes that served as concealment. Alice tolls the names as they go: Sarey and Francie and Axa and Frindy and Olive and Recha. George calls out more names from the other side. All the ladies are dead, a few shot before they could throw their plates, but most after. Those women threw fair, as the severed heads and sprays of blood in the ruined road testify.

They also find three men. Feony Jacks’s exploding gun tore his neck open and his body wears an apron of dried blood. Mason Downey and Haffe Stines were shot.

Alice kneels beside her man and holds his ruined head against her breast, rocking it back and forth in her arms while Ry Connors stands nearby, arms folded. She doesn’t wail or keen; such things are not “done” by her class. Only her trembling mouth and the cords in her neck express her grief. She whispers something in his ear, removes her shawl, and wraps it around as much of him as she can. Then she looks up at Jack.

“We’ll bury him. And Feony. And the ladies who stood an-tet for our town.”

“Of course,” Jack says, and so they will. First, those who stood for the town will be placed in the Long Wind vault, which is cool and dry. There they will be safe from the depredations of plunjas and other scavengers.

Some of the Orizas have flown into the trees and underbrush, but not many. Most are in the road, because they hit their targets. Jack thinks the redheads who escaped in their trucks and Binnys and armored vehicles were lucky, because these women had dead-red aim.

“Sai Stines!” Larry calls. “I think I found your plate!” He steps back.

Alice joins him and bends over. “Aye. Mine.”

Larry says, “I recognized it by the ka symbol. And this, accourse.” He holds up his healing hand.

“Thankee-sai.” Alice picks up her plate with the viciously sharp edge, slides it carefully into her padded carrybag, and ties up the laces.

“Do’ya.” Larry bends the knee and puts his fist to his brow.

Ry joins Jack. “They got forty-six of the bastards and only lost sixteen. A damn good score.”

“How many women?” Jack keeps his voice low.

Ryall heaves a sigh. “Thirteen. All except Alice. Thank God we’ve got plenty of guns now, if they come back.”

“They won’t.”

“How do you know that?”

“I’ll tell you when it’s time,” Jack says.
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Noon comes, but no one wants lunch. Not after the stink of the battlesite, the spilled blood, and the headless bodies of raiders who are little more than children. Certainly not after loading their sixteen dead, thirteen of them women, into the troop carrier trucks. Jack drives one, Ry the other. Mary sits next to Jack with Richard dozing in her lap. She combs blood-snarls out of his fur. They wend their way up the road to Long Wind (this one still well-kept). The graveyard is on the Redoubt and overlooks the town. It’s a pretty view. Or was before the town below was blown to smithereens.

Ordinary Dezi folken are buried in humble plots marked with slate stones. The wealthy have mausoleums. The one with STINES incised on its pink stone front is one of the largest, but when Ry asks Alice if she would like Haffe placed there, she shakes her head. “He stood with the others and died with them. Let them rest together.”

So the bodies are laid side by side in the Long Wind vault, and when that’s done, Larry Magruder asks Alice if she will set them on with a word. Without being asked to do so, they make a circle and join hands. Richard sits in the center, his amber eyes fixed, as always, on Mary.

Alice says, “Gan, thee great of the Beams, watch over these who gave their best.”

Jack thinks, And maybe, Gan—always supposing you’re there and give a shit—watch over those kids who were swept up by a force they could neither understand nor withstand.

They open their eyes. From behind them, a trembling voice speaks. “Say sorry, so I do.”

They turn to see Jory Fields. He’s standing outside the fieldstone wall that surrounds the cemetery.

“You!” Ry snarls, and draws the sonic bolt gun he’s scavenged from the battlesite.

Jory is a scrawny man with a head of self-cut mousy brown hair. He puts his arms out to either side, inviting the shot. Before Ry can give him what he so richly desires, Jack pushes Ry’s arm down.

“What the fuck?” Ryall roars. “What the blue fuck? Are you out of your mind? He’s the one who spoiled the ambush by shooting early! Then ran away!”

“Execute him,” George says.

Mary nods. “Execute him.”

Larry Magruder, not spinning but clutching his shoulders tight-tight-tight, says the same.

From the center of their little circle—an-tet and ka-tet—a small voice says, “Cute.”

Jory continues standing with his arms outspread. Tears have cut clean streaks on his dirty face. “Go on and do it. I deserve it.”

Alice says, “Jack?”

“I think he may still have a part to play. An-tet if not ka-tet.”

“Do you say so?”

The man who once held the Talisman, and who was marked by it (scarred by it, he sometimes thinks), says, “So I do, but the final choice is yours, Alice.”

She looks down for only seconds, deciding, but it feels much longer. No one moves. A breeze brings the mingled smells of salt water and charred buildings. Jory stands with his arms out and his eyes closed. At last Alice raises her head.

“There’s been enough death.”

“No price?” Ry asks. “He just goes free?”

Jory’s face wears the stunned expression of a man who can’t believe he’s still in the land of the living. Jack walks to him and faces him across the low cemetery wall. “Do you feel free, ka-mai?”

“No,” Jory says, his voice barely audible. “I don’t think I’ll ever feel free again.”

Jack grasps the unfortunate’s face in his open hands, feeling the sweat and stubble of a living man. “You may or you may never. Fate will tell.” He speaks the word fate in English.

Jory shakes his head. “I don’t kennit, sai.”

George says, “He means ka, you coward. Thanks to sai Alice, you’ve got your life. Which is more than you deserve.”

Jack says, “Can you drive a bucka, Jory?”

“Aye, course.”

“Find one in town. You start your atonement by collecting the dead. Take the bucka down the Grandway and pick up the bodies. Start with Fisherman’s Nook. If you see redheads—teeners—leave them for the birds and the rats. There won’t be many, I wot. Bring those of the town here.”

“Where will we put em, Jack?” Larry asks. “Vault’s full.”

“Fucked if I know,” Jack says.

Thanks to Hestin, he got little sleep last night and he’s beat. He had hoped that once he got back to Dezi he would be finished with his duties to Youngblood and the town. Finished with his duties to this whole world. Call it the Territories or Mid-World, or the third fucking rock from the sun, whatever does please ya. Now he realizes how foolish that hope was. Everything Ayden Hestin told him keeps going around and around in his head, and it all comes back to ka.

That wretched wheel.

“Go on,” Ry says to Jory. “Get out before I go against the lady’s wishes and shoot you like the dog you are.”

Mary is more succinct. “Fuck off, asshole.” She says it in English, but Jory understands. He stumbles away to begin his new job as a custodian of the dead.

Jack is surprised by the depth of Mary’s anger. “The folken would have been killed, anyway,” he says to her. “The redheads from Dezi had the element of surprise. And the others had weapons that worked.”

“Jory still spoiled the ambush,” Mary counters. “And the two most dangerous ones got away to wreak havoc in America-side. They got away because of him.” She jabs a finger at the retreating Jory.

“How do you know that, Mary?”

She holds out her open hands. “I know.”
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The six return to Rosewood Hall in mid-afternoon. After handling the bodies, everyone wants a wash-up. Later, and with no prearrangement, they drift one by one into the west wing kitchen. There they drink the rest of the coffee and largely ignore the popkins Mary and Ry set out. They are all tired, but Alice is beyond that; her eyes keep closing, her head keeps dropping and then snapping up. Her headwound is seeping again, and Jack is worried about infection. She’s in a fair amount of pain, too. Both Jack and Ry ask her to rest, but she refuses. She wants to know about Jack’s visitor the night before.

“It was Hestin.”

“Where is that long tall drinka water, anyway?” Larry asks, looking around. “Haven’t seen him since the shit went down.”

“I imagine he’s around somewhere. Waiting for me to fill you in on what he told me. And showed me. So I will, but not today. I have something else I need to do.”

Alice allows Ry to lead her back to her house, where she will sleep for the next fourteen hours. George proposes that he, Mary, and Larry go down to the Middle- and Lower-Towns while it’s still light to see who’s alive and if anything of value can be salvaged. He asks Jack to go with them. Jack demurs, but pulls George aside before the three of them can leave. He asks a question about Youngblood’s various collectibles. George’s answer is useful and enlightening.
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The Big Kahuna’s study is at the far end of the west wing. It smells smoky, but was spared the fire. It’s locked, but George has a key on the ring attached to his belt.

“Don’t suppose you want to tell me why you want that stuff?” George asks.

“No.”

“Hestin told you to get it?”

“Yes.”

“Are you going back to America-side?”

“Yes.”

“Wish I could go with you.”

“It wouldn’t solve the problem we have here.”

“Don’t suppose you’d like to tell me what that problem is?”

“Soon.”

Youngblood’s study is the biggest room on the ground floor; only the master bedroom upstairs is bigger. It’s filled with rickrack Jack has brought back from Pedro’s Novelties ’N Notions—everything from a row of lava lamps to an R2-D2 robot from that movie Lily Cavanaugh called “a piece of shit.” These things came across unchanged. For whatever reason, Youngblood was fascinated with Nicolas Cage. There’s a trick photograph of the actor that changes from smiling Nic to insane Nic depending on where you’re standing when you look at it. There are vintage movie posters from noir classics like Double Indemnity and Sunset Boulevard.

As a child, Youngblood enjoyed collecting eggs, fossils, and various coins from the Old People, found by diggies in the various mines of Mejis and Little Mejis. As an adult with access—mostly through Jack—to another world, his collection hobby became something close to a mania. His bookshelves are lined with crime paperbacks and hardcovers, many of them signed, most bought at Toren’s bookshop in Lincoln, Nebraska. There’s also a collection of Garbage Pail Kids and a row of Sesame Street puppets on the mantelpiece, including the prize of that happy crew: Tickle Me Elmo.

Jack doesn’t care about any of those things, nor about the account books stacked on George’s desk in the corner, which is much smaller and humbler than that of his late dinh. Youngblood’s desk is gigantic, the surface maniacally polished by Buzzy the Duster to slick perfection, but bare of papers. Marching across its forward edge are Funko Pop figures that were his latest (and last) compulsion. There is everything from Arya Stark to Rainbow Brite.

“You’ll find what you want in the bottom drawer,” George told Jack. “I don’t know what Hestin has to do with this, but you’re right—he insisted that I talk the Guv into believing that America-side currency was worth collecting. Youngblood had little interest once he saw so many of the faces on the bills were the same, but then I pointed out that the authorized signatures and serial numbers were different. That was at Hestin’s suggestion. I was just his cat’s paw. Jack, did Hestin know that you’d want that stuff? He did, didn’t he?”

“He knew I’d need it.” Hestin also knew that few (if any) of the guns in the flooded-out hold would work, but brought them to Youngblood anyway. Jack’s tet doesn’t need to know that, at least not yet.

From the bottom drawer, Jack takes out a vintage lunchbox that shows Spider-Man swinging from a web with Mary Jane in his arms. It’s crammed with twenty- and fifty-dollar bills.

The smell of old smoke in the study is making Jack queasy. He goes out on the Rosewood Hall esplanade and breathes deep of the air. It’s still tinged with smoke but much fresher. He can’t see Mary and George and the Spinner, but he spies Jory Fields coming up the slanted avenue of the Grandway. He’s seated in a wagon drawn by a team of four mulies. The bed of the wagon is covered with a tarpaulin, but Jack knows what it contains. Jory is now Dezi’s Charon, and the Grandway is his River Styx. This afternoon and all day tomorrow—maybe the next day as well—he will load up Dezi’s dead. That will only be the beginning of his penance. Jack has a more dangerous task in mind for the man who shot early and then ran away.

The sun is beating a long golden track across the water. Looking at it, Jack realizes how much he has come to love this place.

He closes his eyes.

Concentrates.

Wavers.

Disappears.
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At seven o’clock that evening, the late Dale Gilbertson’s friend Damon Cornell is sitting with his wife in their living room, looking at an hour-long report on CNN about the destruction of downtown Hemingford Home.

“Mystery surrounds the deaths of Roy Kinneston and Tara Lynne Speckhoffer,” Wolf Blitzer is saying, with his usual Blitzerian gravity. “There have been reports that weapons quite unlike those used by civilians, or even our armed forces, have been recovered. I want to repeat, those are unconfirmed reports. Dana Bash is on the scene… or as close to the scene as she can get. Downtown has been blocked off. Dana, what are you seeing and hearing from your sources?”

The doorbell rings. Damon tells his wife he’ll get it, probably a summer student with an overdue take-home essay. He opens the door and finds not a student but Jack Sawyer. Damon has talked to Sawyer on the phone recently and seen him many times at Dale Gilbertson’s house (the Cornells always told to keep Jack’s presence to themselves). The man on his front stoop looks decades older. His hair is grayer, he’s lost weight, and there are dark circles of exhaustion under his eyes. His face is bruised and cut in several places. In one hand is a child’s lunchbox.

“Jesus, Jack, what happened to you?”

Helen Cornell joins her husband, and at the sight of their visitor, she puts a hand to her throat. “God, Jack! Are you all right?”

“Yes. And no. Can I come in? I’d take something to eat if you have it, too. I wouldn’t ask, but I’m pretty damn hungry.”

“Of course,” they say together. Helen adds, “Come in the kitchen.”

Jack pauses in the living room doorway long enough to look at the television, and asks them to put on the little one in the kitchen.

“Have you talked to Sarah about our conversation?” Jack asks.

“I thought it best not to.” Damon snaps on the TV while Helen heats up leftover mac and cheese in the microwave. The chyron at the bottom of the screen reads CARNAGE IN THE HEARTLAND. Carnage or no carnage, Jack eats ravenously. He also drinks two glasses of milk. There is milk Territories-side, but this is better. Richer.

“Jack, are you in trouble?” Helen asks. “Does it have anything to do with that?” She points at the little TV on its shelf.

“In a way. It’s a long story and I don’t have time to tell it. If you’re asking if I’ll bring trouble to your door, the answer is no.” He hopes he’s right about that.

Damon says, “Have you been away?” It’s as close as he can come to some of the weird shit Dale Gilbertson has hinted at.

“Yes, and I have to go back to… away. Tell me what happened in the Home.”

They tell him as much as they know. Ayden Hestin knew more, but couldn’t show him the destruction, supplied by drone footage, that Jack is watching on CNN. The echoes are getting louder. Downtown Hemingford Home is the America-side version of Pernil, Hemphill, Stark’s Crossing. And Dezi, of course. Worse things may be waiting. Jack knows this.

“Now what’s going on with you?” Damon asks. “If you need help, tell us what we can do.”

Helen amends this. “If it won’t get us in a jam.”

“I hope it won’t.”

She’s not finished. “Because we’ve got kids. And two grandkids.”

“I came to you guys because I don’t want to go to Sarah. She’s deep in grief for her husband, and she’s already helped me once.”

“Is Dale dead?” Helen’s hand is once more at her throat.

“Yes.”

“Does she know?”

“Yes.”

“Where? When?”

“I don’t want to go into it, and you wouldn’t believe it anyway, no matter what Dale may have told you about my… my unique situation. Do you happen to have any antibiotic pills?”

“I have some leftover cefuroxime,” Helen says. “I cut my arm with a hatchet last year chopping kindling, and it got infected. Why? Wait, I bet you can’t tell us.”

“That’s correct,” Jack says, “but cefuroxime sounds like just the thing.”

“For you? You’re…” Helen indicates Jack’s face.

“No. For a lady-sai.”

She frowns. “For a what?”

“A woman.”

“Jack, this is weird.”

“I know.”

He points to the little TV, which is showing a pile of rubble that used to be a town building. “That’s weird. Wouldn’t you say?”

She sighs. “It’s upstairs. I’ll get it.”

While she’s gone, Jack opens the Spider-Man lunchbox and takes out a huge wad of currency. He puts it on the table. Damon stares at it, wide-eyed. “Fuck! Is that real?”

“Yes. It’s just from 1976, or even earlier.”

“All of it?”

“All, yes.”

Helen comes back with a pill bottle, starts to hand it to Jack, then freezes, looking at the money. She doesn’t question whether or not it’s genuine, and doesn’t ask where he got it. “If that has anything to do with drugs—”

“It doesn’t.”

Jack tries not to be pissed that she’d ask, but reminds himself that the Cornells, although deemed (by Dale) trustworthy enough to keep shtum about his presence in Nebraska, don’t know him as well as the Gilbertsons did. They know Jack disappeared from the town in Wisconsin where Dale was

(a coppiceman)

the chief of police, and that he played a part in rescuing a number of

(babbies)

children, but they have no idea how he’s been supporting himself since. Or where. Other than Sarah, the Cornells were the only people he could think of. He supposes he should be glad Damon Cornell didn’t just slam the door in his face. He thanks Helen and puts the bottle of pills in his pocket.

“I need you to buy me some stuff with the money. Nothing illegal, but as fast as you possibly can. Time is a factor here. All I can tell you is it’s important. The pills are a good start. The rest… I’ll be back in a couple of days. It’s the best I can do, the fastest I can manage. Then we have to go.”

Damon: “Who’s we?”

Helen: “Go where?”

“Can’t tell you.” He reaches into his bag again and brings out a piece of paper torn from one of George Elgin’s account books. “This is what I need. You can get everything locally except for the portable AC units. Those have to be battery-powered, and I need you to get extra batteries, because I don’t think we’ll be able to recharge. You’ll have to order the ACs from Amazon, I guess, and they’ll be expensive. If one-day delivery is extra, use a credit card and replace it with this.” He nudges the pile of currency. “There’s over twenty thousand dollars. Thank God it didn’t turn into scrip when I came over. Fewer things change than when I was a kid. I think it has something to do with me, since…”

Since I touched the Talisman.

“Since what?” Damon asks.

“Never mind.”

“Because…” Damon looks at his wife and they say it a duo. “We wouldn’t believe it.”

Jack has to smile.

“I’m not crazy, you know.”

“You can sleep in the guest room,” Damon says, then falls back on an old bromide because it’s all he can think of. “Everything will look better in the morning.”

Jack has already felt the first warning misbeats of arrhythmia

(that goddam Taser)

and shakes his head. “I’d love to, but I have to get back. The AC units are the most important thing, assuming they don’t change…”

“Change what?” Damon asks. “Change how?”

“There’s no time. Please, you guys. Please get this stuff together. I have a big job to do. I don’t want to do it, but it’s important and I have no choice.”

Damon and Helen exchange another look, and Helen gives a slight nod.

“All right,” Damon says.

“You swear we won’t get in trouble for this?” Helen asks.

“I swear.” Looking her dead in the eye.

“Is Dale really dead?”

“Yes. May I use your bathroom?”

“Down the hall,” Helen says. “On the right.”

“Thankee.” Jack gets up, staggers, puts a tented hand on the table, then stands steady. “I’d tell you more if I could. Someday I will.” If I’m still alive.

He goes down the hall, steps into the bathroom, closes the door.

Damon looks at the scribbled list, then at his wife. “Moving pads? Two carpenters’ levels?”

“Is he sane, Day?”

“He’s tired and beat-up, but I think so. Dale told me enough to know he’s a… special case.”

“Where does he go when he’s not at Dale’s place, drinking beer and eating ribs?”

“I don’t know.”

They look at the television for awhile, where various correspondents are rehashing and speculating; the job of cable news seems to be to cut everything up into small pieces, the way caretakers fix food for old people. Five minutes pass, then ten, and Jack doesn’t come back.

“Check on him,” Helen says, still whispering. “He might have passed out.”

Damon goes down the hall, listens, hears nothing. He taps lightly on the door. “Jack? All good in there?”

Nothing.

Damon raps harder. “Jack! What’s going on?”

Nothing.

Helen joins her husband and shouts. “Jack! Are you all right?” When there’s still no answer, she turns to her husband. “Maybe call 911?”

“After what he told us, and all that cash? I don’t think so.” The door is unlocked. The bathroom is empty. There’s a frosted glass window over the washbasin, but the cam lock hasn’t been opened. Jack has huffed his breath on the mirror and they can read four words: THANKS I’LL BE BACK.

Helen Cornell sits on the closed lid of the toilet and says: “What in the blue fuck?”
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In the Cornells’ bathroom, Jack closes his eyes and concentrates not on Youngblood’s study but on the balcony of the house he shared (for a time that was much too short) with Sophie. Now both his wife and the house where they lived are gone, but the balcony is still there. He feels the tug of the Gullet while he’s between, but not strong. At least, not at this distance and not yet. Then he’s back.

I have done as much as I can tonight.

He lies down, looks up at Old Mother burning in the sky as it always has in Mid-World, and thinks (as his mother taught him): Wish I may, wish I might, have the wish I wish tonight.

Halfway through his wish, Travelin’ Jack falls into a deep sleep. He dreams of the sunken plain under a skull-faced moon. There is a low, muscular ripping sound. It’s the Gullet, spreading open and growing longer. Preparing to unzip the world.
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The next morning Jack checks the cefuroxime tablets and is relieved to find they have made the journey from America-side unchanged. He gives the bottle to Alice at breakfast. She studies the label, which says Hemingford Home Walgreens and Take With Food, then shakes her head.

“I can read home and food. Those are clear enough, so they are, but all the rest is just shapes. Words in your world, I suppose.”

“Yes.”

“Good medicine?”

He nods. “Take one with your noon and evening meals. Until they’re gone. You may feel better. They may upset your stomach. Keep taking them, anyway.”

“If you say so, I’ll do so.”

After they eat, Jack asks them to come to the mayor’s garden, where he has a great deal to tell them. He expects a certain amount of complaining from Ryall, but Ry simply helps Alice from her chair and offers his arm. Which she takes.

When they get to the garden, Larry points to the gate with its two bullet holes. “I did that,” he says, and gives a spin on the rundown heels of his shor’boots.

“Do’ya,” Jack agrees. He points to the ground. “Look here.”

“Tire tracks,” Ry says. “So what?”

“I’ll show you.”

Jack opens the double gates and leads them through. They follow the tire tracks along a path that winds its way through the flowers and various trees—banyan, kappa-kappa, palm, shaggo, birch—to the door which leads either to 1976 or to todash space or to some dead zone. Or did. The door has been smashed aside and hangs by one hinge that seems attached to nothing at all. The roses which surrounded it have been crushed and seem to be bleeding into the ground. The doorway itself is wider. That strange black-and-white snow, like a television tuned to an empty channel, has spread out and lost some of its rectangular shape. Looking at it, Jack feels that same deep and atavistic horror he felt as a child looking at an empty TV channel, and he hopes he will never have to enter such a weird doorway. Although in a way, he thinks he almost did, in the Gullet.

Richard is between Mary’s feet, low to the ground, in attack posture. A barely audible growl comes from his throat. Mary picks him up before he can do something terminally foolish.

“Who has broken the Door of the Worlds?” Alice Stines asks.

Ry: “Any idea, Jack?”

“Yes, but come away. That thing gives me the willies.”

Alice says, “If you mean it scares you, it does me, as well.”

“The tracks,” Ry says. “They end there. Did they go in, Jack?”

“Do’ya.”
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They sit on stone benches in a little grove of rima palms and strange flowers. There’s a pretty manmade pond stocked with fish that look like koi, only they’re blue instead of gold.

“The Door of the Worlds is Exhibit A. We’ll get to B later. Hestin showed me both. The second one will be a walk. You may want to ride in a tete bucka, Alice.”

“I’ll decide when the time comes. The people who made those tracks—where did they go, Jack? And who were they?”

“We’ll get there. Start with this: Ayden Hestin is no more human than Buzzy was.”

It’s interesting to Jack that none of them express surprise, but of course even before the revelation about Buzzy the Duster, they knew Ayden wasn’t exactly a regular guy.

“Another robot?” Ry asks. “Android? Whatever?”

“Yes.”

Best to keep it simple, but Jack now understands that Hestin is a lot more than an android or a robot. Hestin knows not just what has happened but what will happen. It’s why he directed Youngblood to a hold filled with mostly useless weapons. Jack thinks

(intuits)

that Hestin may be some sort of computer terminal that looks like a human being, and as such has access to a great web of information created by the Old People. That creation may have played a part in those Old Ones’ eventual destruction, but the web is still operative. Hestin isn’t a seer, like Maeve Quiller, but rather a super AI that can access the probability of future events via a far-spreading network that Jack can barely comprehend.

Is that web alive? Maybe. Jack knows—mostly from Dale, who had a bit of a bee in his bonnet about such things—that many people, smart people, are worried that computers will attain first the sentience of humans, and then of gods. Jack scoffed at the idea of computers turning human beings into slaves, but now that he knows about Ayden, scoffing is more difficult.

“Stop with the prologue and get down to it, Jack,” George says. “There are survivors trickling back in, and we should probably try to do something about them now that Youngblood’s gone.”

“Ayden will begin the job of putting Humpty Dumpty back together again.” Because Ayden Hestin is on our side. I have to believe that. If he’s lying, we’re all fucked.

Alice says, “You speak of Humpa-di-Dumpa? The egg who fell from the castle wall?”

Jack smiles. “So I do, lady-sai. The myths and stories travel, don’t they?”

“I give Shit One about fairy tales,” Ry says, “and Hestin’s not here.”

“But close. He’s waiting for me to tell you what’s happened and what I need you to do. Because I can’t do it alone.”

George suddenly sits up straight, as if he’s been goosed. “Oh, fuck me sideways.”

They all look at him.

“It was never Youngblood, was it? The mines… the Big Sky… the fishing fleet… Dezi itself… it was all Hestin. He was the real governor.”

“Yes.”

“Does he know how that works?” George points in the direction of the Door of the Worlds, which is—thankfully—not visible from the little grove where they’ve gathered.

“Sure,” Jack says. “I think he’s always been in charge, back to the time of Youngblood’s father and granther and even before them. Never aging, always waiting.”

“Buzzy too?” George asks.

“Buzzy too.”

“Has sai Hestin been waiting for us?” Alice asks. “Can that be?”

“It can,” Jack says. “It is. We are ka-tet. We are one from many. Mary the seeress, George the efficiency expert, Ry the enforcer, Larry the Spinner. Add in Alice and Richard, the wandering throcken. Even Pay had his part to play.”

Mary cocks a thumb at the docker’s clutch Jack is wearing. Says nothing. Doesn’t have to.

“Oh my God,” Ry says. “Next you’ll be telling us he’s the reincarnation of everyone’s favorite folk hero.”

Mary raises her eyebrows as if to say Your point?

Ry pulls aside the lapel of his concha-studded vest, revealing his own docker’s clutch. It contains one of the sonic bolt pistols. “Then I’m also Rollie the Great. Picked this baby up after the fight on the Great Road.”

“Who we are or what we echo doesn’t matter,” Jack says. “What matters is that, laughable as it may seem, Hestin says we’re this world’s only chance at survival. Mayhap all the worlds.”

Larry Magruder leans forward, hands gripping his shoulders. “Tell us.”
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“The tracks leading to the Door of the Worlds were made by two teenagers from America-side. Based on what Alice saw, they were driving a Binny Ding like the one Mary and I came in. Roy Kinneston and Tara Lynne Speckhoffer. You could call them the Original Redheads. Tara Lynne was the girl in the pink jacket you saw, Alice, and Mary’s right—if they hadn’t escaped your ambush, if they had been killed, I think the whole terrible Children’s Crusade might have collapsed. This world contains a kind of buried evil. I know that sounds melodramatic, but it’s the only word that seems to fit. An underground poison. Very potent, very toxic. I don’t know if it originated with the Old People or whether it was always here, and I don’t think it matters. What does is that Kinneston and Speckhoffer were infected by it, and they passed it to the others.

“On America-side, Roy Kinneston was just a troubled young man who had a morbid fascination with a spree killer named Charles Starkweather. In the late 1950s, Starkweather—maybe helped by his girlfriend, Caril Ann Fugate, maybe not—killed eleven people in Nebraska and Wyoming. Fugate got life in prison. Starkweather was put to death in the electric chair.”

“Nebraska is where you go,” Mary says. “Isn’t it?”

“Yes.”

“Ka,” she says.

“Ka, for sure. Roy Kinneston’s interest in Starkweather morphed into an obsession. I won’t say that Starkweather possessed him, but I won’t say he didn’t. He and Speckhoffer replicated Starkweather’s original crimes. They would have been caught eventually, as Starkweather was caught, but before that happened, they took my friend Dale Gilbertson prisoner and hid from the police in a cave.

“They went from that cave into Mid-World, coming out in what sai Youngblood called the Great Gorge and what the people of Pernil and Riven call the Gullet, or sometimes the Gash. Did they go of their own volition or were they pulled? Hestin didn’t know, but I’ve been there and I think they were pulled. That doesn’t matter, either. What does is that while they were coming through to this side in a stolen car, they were infected—possessed—by this force, or entity, or whatever it is.”

“The Crimson King,” Alice whispers, and forks her fingers to ward off the evil eye.

“Maybe, or maybe something even greater,” Jack says. “Although I don’t know what that would be. My mind shies away from such a thing, as it shies away from the sight of yonder doorway. Some things are just too alien for the human mind to fully comprehend.

“Kinneston and Speckhoffer became pawns of a power greater than themselves. Much greater. They escaped the ambush on the Great Road and went through Youngblood’s special door into my world, where they did terrible damage to a town called Hemingford Home, just as their followers damaged this one. Both are places I love. As an adult, I call the similarities between Mid-World and America-side echoes. When I was a kid, I called them Twinners.”

George points up the garden path. “According to Hestin, that door only went to Central Park in 1976. If what you say is true, he lied.”

Jack gives a laugh that has little or no humor in it. “Hestin claims he never lied. He says he just allowed people, including sai Youngblood, to believe things. But if any of us tried to go through that door now, I think…” He shrugs.

Alice: “Todash space.”

George: “Where those red eyes are.”

Mary: “The Crimson King, or what’s left of him.”

Ry brings them back to reality—or his conception of it. “To repeat myself, because you don’t seem to be getting it, if those two fuckwits are gone, what does it matter? You said the rest of the redheads would fizzle. So that’s it. Toot-finee. Nothing left to do but pick up the pieces.”

“Not that easy,” Jack says. “I wish it was. We say ka is a wheel, and its only job is to turn. Kinneston and Speckhoffer were crushed by that wheel. They were agents of ka, but also its victims. They went from America-side to Territories-side, then looped back to America-side, where they started. Along the way, they picked up a terrible disease and infected the teenagers of this world. It happened fast. Quick as winking, an old lady in Mejis told me. First in Riven and Pernil, but it spread from there as any disease spreads.”

“They dyed their hair as a kind of badge?” Mary asks.

“Yes. Swept east to the Clean Sea, destroying as they went and picking up followers. In my world, if Kinneston and Speckhoffer hadn’t been killed, the same thing that happened here would have happened there.”

“Rampant infection?” George asks.

Jack nods. “Starting in Nebraska, spreading to the rest of America, and from there to everywhere else. Here there are far fewer children of the vulnerable age. Some were killed. Forty-six in the ambush on the Great Road, I don’t know how many more on the Old Gilead Road.”

“Thirty at least,” George says. “The wounded were… um… put down.”

“Had to, had to,” Larry says. He can’t relieve his tension with a self-comforting spin because he’s sitting down. He can only clutch himself. “They were crazy. Like rabid dogs.”

“Hestin told me the surviving redheads went back west,” Jack says. “They will follow the Old Gilead Road, either in the vehicles they’ve stolen from the holds or on foot. Back to Pernil, which they have already destroyed, and then to Riven, and on to the Great Gorge. More will join them along the way. At the Gullet, they’ll be pulled in. I know more about that pull than I want to.”

“So, what I said.” Ry seems determined to be done with the redheaded teeners. “Game over. If they went into that buttcrack, they’re gone.”

“They’re not gone,” Jack says. “They sleep.”
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No one says anything to that for awhile. Richard jumps down from Mary’s lap and crouches at the edge of the fishpond, amber eyes gleaming.

“Think of the redheads as a battery that’s almost drained,” Jack says. He’s mostly talking to those from America-side; he doubts very much if Alice Stines kens batteries. “There’s not enough of them to start the engine.”

“The engine being this Gullet thing?” George asks.

Jack nods. “The Gullet is growing. I may have helped it, but it’s still growing too slowly to serve the purpose of the entity animating it.”

“The boggart that lives in todash space,” Alice murmurs. She’s very pale. Ry puts a steadying arm around her shoulders.

“Maybe. Hestin knows a great deal, but he says he doesn’t know what that force is. When I asked him, he only told me it’s imprisoned in that space the way the Crimson King was supposedly pent up in the Dark Tower. He said, ‘I don’t believe it can think.’ ” Jack looks at them. “He might be wrong about that.”

“It wants to escape,” Alice says. “The way any living thing would want to escape from a cage, whether it can reason or not.”

“Hestin says that’s not it. He says it wants what the Crimson King was supposed to want. To bring Discordia.”

“How?” George asks.

A fish leaps from the pool to snatch a bug. Richard watches, and his corkscrew tail twitches, but otherwise he doesn’t move.

“The pull of the Gullet—the suction—is strongest in the sunken plain where it’s formed a crack in the earth, but I felt it from miles away. The closer I got, the stronger it became. I think that in a way, although I didn’t mean to, I powered it. Certainly it wanted to pull me in, because I’m special.”

“Mister Rogers says we’re all special,” Ry remarks, seemingly to thin air.

I see what you did there, Jack thinks. It’s nice to know Ry actually has a sense of humor.

“You’re special because you can go back to America-side whenever you want,” Larry says.

“That’s putting the cart before the horse. I can flip back and forth because I touched something when I was a child. I did more than touch it, I carried it. That’s why the entity wants me. And it wants more of those kids. If Alice and Youngblood hadn’t killed so many, it might have enough already. There’s a tipping point, do’ya not see, but that point hasn’t been reached yet. There’s still not enough juice in the battery to crank the engine. So they sleep in… someplace between. Todash space, maybe. But more redheaded teenagers are coming all the time. So Hestin says, and so I believe. They are coming from Garlan and Cressia and Desoy and Yeyla. They are coming from Debaria and Il Bosque and the Desatoya Mountains and the Downland Baronies and Eluria and maybe from the ruins of Gilead itself. From the far south and the oil-digs up in the Endless Snows and the timberlands of the Endless Forest. Places I’ve never heard of, but Hestin knows of.”

Alice says, “I know of Desoy and the Desatoya Mountains from school, but others…” She shakes her head.

“They are going to the Gullet by ones and twos and threes,” Jack says. “A few with strong hearts and minds may stand firm against the pull. And it helps, I suppose, that great tracts of Mid-World are sparsely inhabited.”

He knows about the lure of plundering the riches below those great wasteland tracts. It was what attracted his father’s old partner, Morgan Sloat.

“None of that concerns us,” Ry says. He seems determined not to understand. “The redheads don’t concern us. We have our own mess to clean up.”

“This is our mess. When there’s enough of them, they’ll wake. Then—”

Another fish jumps for another bug. Richard leaps into the pool and catches the fish in his jaws. He splashes back out, brings it to Mary, and lays it down in the grass at her feet. It flips and flops and sprays droplets of water on her ankles.

“Richard, put that back!” Mary cries.

Richard cringes at her voice, then picks up the fish in his jaws. He takes it back to the pond. He looks around at Mary, possibly to see if she’s really cross with him.

“Go on,” she says.

Richard drops the fish in the water. It flicks away. Richard slinks back to Mary.

“Well done, you,” she says, and picks him up.

“Holy shit,” Larry says. “That’s one smart whatever-it-is.”

“Never mind the weasel,” Ry says. “What—”

“Watch who you’re calling a weasel!” Mary says.

“Whoa, look out,” Ry says. “Some bitch has been eating her Wheaties.”

“And watch who you’re calling a bitch,” Jack says.

“Fine! No weasel, no bitch, just tell me so I can understand. Clarify, Jack. Clarify.”

It’s already clear to you, Jack thinks. I can see it in your face. But you want more? Fine.

“I saw the Gullet pull in an entire mesa, and it’s not anywhere near powered up. Picture a rug sucked into a jet engine. Sucked into todash space. Sucked into the entity that waits there.”

Silence as they take this in. Then, in a low voice, George Elgin says, “Are you saying… it could do even more? Suck in everything? The whole world?”

“So Hestin says, and I believe him. Once the Gullet reaches critical mass, it will feed on itself like a nuclear reaction.”

“I don’t ken—” Alice begins.

“You don’t want to,” George says.

Jack doesn’t like the horror he sees on their faces, but he can use it. Must use it. “It will move faster. Get stronger. Hills and towns will go in. Mountains and rivers. People and livestock and Wolfs and birds. All pulled into that darkness. But that’s not where it will end.”

He looks around at their pale, frightened faces.

“Then our world.

“Then all worlds.”

They are silent until Mary begins to cry. Richard puts his paws on her shoulders and sniffs at her face.

“Bullshit,” Ry says at last. “A campfire horror story told by a robot or whatever it is. And you believed it.”

Jack doesn’t need much intuition to know that Ry believes it, too—on the Great Road, he saw the redheads moving as one organism. That he doesn’t want to believe it is understandable but unacceptable. The stakes are too high.

“Will you come with me and listen to Hestin himself?” Jack is looking at Ryall but speaking to all of them.

“Aye,” Alice says. “So I will.”

“Why not?” Ry says. “I’ve listened to crazy pitches before. I’m from New York.”
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They walk up the Old Gilead Road, what’s known as Trolley Road this close to Dezi, Richard trotting along at Mary’s heel and snapping at the odd sky-raisin. Jack might have found the bumbler (or the bumbler found him), but there can be no doubt that he’s Mary’s now (or Mary is his).

Alice is better—the antibiotic pills are already working—but she’s still weak, and Ry insists she ride in a tete bucka. There are plenty of mulies and donks wandering around outside of town, cropping at grass and looking lost, but with Jack’s agreement, Ry harnesses up Golden Boy.

Near the trolley platform (where no trolley will ever stop again), they come upon Ayden Hestin, just as they did on the day when Jack, Pay, and Mary boarded Winola for a trip that turned out to be much longer and more eventful than any of them expected… and from which Payton Orville never came back. To Jack that day seems simultaneously recent and years in the past. He hadn’t met Aaron Destry and his twin brother, Mose, nor a seeress named Maeve Quiller. Not the kindly Manni-folk of Clan Deepa, or the Mayor of Hemphill and his homicidal daughter. He hadn’t been nearly pulled into the Gullet, or found himself in Dale’s cruiser staring at Beebop the California Raisin. He had yet to be tased, hospitalized, interrogated by Rolf Handler, or helped to escape that hospital by a grief-stricken widow.

Yet here is that same Ayden Hestin. Tall and bald and skinny, dressed in the same rusty black suit and string tie and wearing a babushka on his head to protect his bald dome. Is he worried about sunburn? Jack wonders. Or is he afraid the hot sun might fry his ancient circuits?

Hestin stands by the same sidetrack, but now the gate is open and the one word writ upon it—FORBADE—has been swung aside.

“Hile, Ayden Hestin,” Jack says, putting his fist to his forehead. “It’s very like the day Pay and Mary and I left for Pernil, wouldn’t you say?”

Hestin inclines his head.

“Youngblood told me to investigate the Great Gash, but it was your idea, wasn’t it?”

Instead of answering, Hestin turns his attention to the others. “Hile, Mary Klee. Hile, George Elgin, you of the Great Periscope Experiment. Hile, Lawrence Magruder, also known as the Spinner.”

The tete bucka pulls up and Hestin continues his address.

“Hile, Alice Stines of Dezi and widow of Haffe. Hile, Ryall Connors, you of Clan Gambino. Hile, Richard, you wanderer of Mid-World, also known as the Territories.” Only to Jack Sawyer does Hestin put his fist to his forehead and bend the knee. “Hile, Jack of America.” And then: “Gunslinger.”

“No,” Jack says. His voice sounds rusty to his own ears. He thinks of the statue he found himself lying near in Mejis—that legendary group whose dinh came from mythical Gilead wearing the great revolvers with the sandalwood grips.

Not him, never him, I refuse.

“Don’t make me into something I’m not. If you need to call me something, call me coppiceman.”

“As you wish,” Hestin says. “But you seven are ka-tet, would you dispute that?”

Jack says, “You make eight.”

Hestin doesn’t confirm or deny it. “Come with me, then.”

When Alice starts to get down from the tete bucka, Ry takes her arm. “You’re not ready for a hike, sai.”

Hestin says, “It’s close. Just over the next hill.”

“I’ll be fine,” she says, and gives him a smile. “Tether the horse to the gate.”

Ry does so.

“Come,” Hestin says. “I’ll show you what you must see and what you must do.”

“Seeing is one thing,” Ryall says. “Doing… that’s still to be decided.”

Jack already knows what Hestin wants them to do.
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At the top of the hill they look down on another hold, but different from the ones Jack came upon in his travels. There’s a similar ramp (this one drifted in with sand and struggling weeds), but no keypad. Instead, there’s something that looks like an intercom box on a post. They pass under a steel arch, and although the words incised on it are flecked with rust, Jack has no trouble reading them, because they’re in English.

“Can’t kennit,” Alice says. “To me it just looks like lines and squiggles.”

“It says Arrowhead Project,” Larry tells her. “And the smaller one says Somber Corp.”

“Sombra,” Jack corrects him.

“So it is,” Ayden Hestin says. “The people of your world—or some other version of America-side, do’ya—found their way to this world. They built their installation here because they felt what they were doing was too dangerous to build there.”

“You mean they weren’t willing to foul their own nest.” It’s Ry who says it, but Jack was thinking it. Because it reminds him of Morgan Sloat, who was perfectly willing to stripmine Mid-World.

Hestin says, “They were so frightened by what they found, or what they made, that they closed the hold forever. This hole in the ground was full of horrors. Some are dead. Some are not.”

“I don’t want to go in,” Mary says. She’s holding Richard again.

“But you will,” Ayden says. “You must.”

He steps up to what Jack thought was an intercom and slides back the front panel, revealing a computer which is a long way from state-of-the-art. To Jack it looks like the old IBM PC he had in the early 80s. Hestin touches it with one finger. An automated voice asks, in English, for an entry code. Hestin types in a long series of letters and numbers. The door at the foot of the ramp goes up, rattling and sifting down rust and dust. They descend the ramp, Hestin first, Jack behind him, Mary (with Richard still in her arms) bringing up the rear.

A few motion-activated fluorescents come on, but more than half are dead. There’s a motor pool, but unlike Positronics Hold 19, this one has only a few vehicles. There are a couple of Binny Dings and an olive green supply truck with a serial number on the door and a star on the hood. There’s a big gun in the back, mounted on a tripod, complete with a belt of ammunition. The ammo looks as good as new.

“How the hell did this get here?” Ry asks. “It’s from our world.”

“I don’t know,” Hestin says, “and it may not be from the America-side you knew, sai Connors. There are other worlds than these.”

“Oh, it’s from ours,” Larry says. He’s not spinning or gripping his shoulders. “That’s an M249 SAW. Light machine gun. If it’s full auto, it fires 650 rounds a minute.” He reaches out, caresses it, and breathes one word: “Awesome!”

“Larry, were you in the armed forces?” Jack asks.

“Naw, they wouldn’t take me,” he says, still stroking the weapon. It’s not so different from the way Mary strokes Richard. “I was in a club. We called ourselves a militia. We met different places. Mostly out on Long Island or Plum Island. Did maneuvers. Shot stuff. Soda bottles, watermelons. Budda-budda-budda, takka-takka-takka, pudow-pudow! Like that. Those were great days. We had M16s, M16A1s, CAR-15s, Army surplus. I fixed em when they jammed. Paddy Nickerson, he said I had the knack.” Now he does a spin. “Great days. I loved those guys.”

“Come,” Hestin says.

He leads them down a long corridor. Larry looks back, like a man loath to leave a lover. Machinery is running somewhere in the walls. Jack assumes they’re air-exchangers, but they sound tired. They pass a steel barred door with ARROWHEAD PROJECT and AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY stenciled on it. Above those, someone has written in fading black paint (or maybe a Sharpie): ABANDON HOPE ALL YE WHO ENTER HERE.

“That’s fucked up,” Ry says.

“Totally,” George agrees.

Hestin takes them past it and down a long flight of stairs. More fluorescents flicker on and off as they follow Hestin along a tile-lined corridor that reminds Jack of a New York subway station.

“Cold,” George says.

“How deep down are we?” Mary asks.

Hestin doesn’t answer.

Larry: “That SAW looked in great shape. Might need some lube, then bingo, good to go.”

“Terrible things happened here,” Alice says. “Didn’t they, Ayden?”

“Say true.”

More stairs, a shorter flight, and now the air has a stale taste as well as that tomblike chill. Hestin starts along a corridor so narrow they have to walk in single file, like it or not (they don’t). They pass blank doors. Some of the rooms behind those doors are silent, some are not. Behind one is a low, toneless groaning that Jack tells himself (without much success) is a machine that’s on its last legs after millennia of operation.

“I want to get out of here,” Mary says. “This is awful.”

“Almost there. A little longer, may it do’ya.”

“It don’t do me at all,” Mary says, but comes along.

Blocking the passage is an overturned handcart. They step over it, because there’s no room to walk around. Beyond is a steel hatchway and another vintage computer terminal. Hestin touches it, and it lights up with a symbol they all know well: three yellow triangles in a black circle. A robo-voice blasts down from overhead: “Danger, Will Robinson! Danger!”

Mary screams. Richard growls. Alice grips Ry’s shoulder. But Larry laughs with delight.

“Lost in Space!” he cries. “I used to love that show!”

“The people who made this place had their silly jokes.” Hestin sounds disapproving.

He keyboards another long series of letters and numbers. There’s a thudding sound from deep within the hatch, and when Hestin pulls it open, the robo-voice again warns Will Robinson of danger. Inside is a well of darkness. Hestin waves one arm to wake up a ring of motion-activated lights. He goes down three steps and tells the others to follow. “But be careful, do’ya.”

The room is a tile-lined capsule, even colder than the passageways they have already negotiated. In the middle are two boxes. For a moment Jack feels a whoops of nausea in his stomach and the boxes seem to swim together. He staggers and puts out an arm to catch his balance.

“Jack?” It’s Hestin. “Are you all right?”

Jack squeezes his eyes shut, then pops them open. The boxes first look like a bad double exposure, but when he blinks chilly sweat from his eyes—certainly it can’t be tears—they separate. His stomach settles. The boxes are dull gray wood. (His eyes insist they are made of wood, but his brain is dubious—how long would wood last? And by the way, how much wood would a woodchuck chuck if a woodchuck could chuck wood?)

He shakes his head to clear it and scrubs his eyes back to clarity.

The boxes sit on parallel metal rails which Jack can’t help thinking of as a catafalque, although the boxes are too small to be coffins, even for dwarves; they look more like oversized footlockers. Yellow stickers say, in both English and the speech, TOUCH FORBADE. A circular waist-high railing surrounds these boxes. Their surfaces gleam as if varnished. Machinery thuds in the walls.

“We’re to take these to the Gullet?” Jack asks. “They’ll either shut it or stop it from growing?”

Hestin nods. He’s so tall his head almost brushes the ceiling.

Le Salaire de la Peur, Jack thinks. The echo. He’d know even if Hestin hadn’t concurred.

Now, from overhead, comes a low mechanical squalling. Vents creak open in the ceiling and they are suddenly enveloped in mist. It gleams on their skin and on the boxes.

“If I’d known, I would have brought an umbrella,” George says. If it’s a wisecrack, it falls flat.

“It will stop, do’ya,” Hestin says, and a moment later it does. There’s a screee sound as the ceiling vents close. The squalling stops.

“That doesn’t sound good,” George ventures.

“It’s very old,” Hestin replies.

Jack points at the boxes on their steel rails. They’re dry again. “Not plastic explosive, but plenty dangerous.”

“Very old and very dangerous,” Hestin agrees. “You must take great care.”

In The Wages of Fear and Sorcerer, it was dynamite sweating nitroglycerine, Jack thinks. The slightest bump, and it’s five minutes before nine in Paris.

“These boxes could destroy not just Dezi but the entire Barony of Mejis,” Hestin says. “Maybe more, I don’t know. This was surely another of their terrible experiments.”

It makes sense, but somehow Jack doesn’t believe it. Not quite. Is Hestin lying? He doesn’t think so; as the old Dezi fisherfolken like to say, kennit nar-nar. Hestin misdirects.

“Could be bullshit,” Ry remarks, once again not seeming to speak to anyone in particular.

Quarters are too tight for Larry to do a comforting spin, so he settles for gripping his shoulders. “In The Wages of Fear movie, the dynamite snuffed out the oil well fire like a kid blowing out a birthday candle. This will do that to the Big Gash?”

“What’s a movie?” Alice asks.

“A story in pictures,” George says. “Don’t fash yourself about it.” He turns to Hestin. “If you think we’re going to carry those two exploding boxes all the way to this Gullet thing, you’re out of your mind, sai. The Gilead Road was in bad shape to begin with, and those vehicles tore it up more. Especially the armored ones. If the stuff in those boxes is delicate, we wouldn’t get thirty feet before we blew up ourselves. And the surrounding countryside.”

“True, but there’s no Plan B,” Jack says.

“I don’t believe that,” Ry says. “There’s always a Plan B.”

“You mean you don’t want to.”

“Don’t tell me what I mean, big boy.”

That weary squalling starts again. The mist drifts down. Droplets appear on Richard’s whiskers and graying fur. Moisture also beads on the surfaces of the boxes, but as soon as the vents close, the water on the boxes disappears.

Mary says, “Are they…”

She won’t finish, so Larry does. “Are those boxes alive?”

“I don’t know,” Hestin says. The bald man turns to Ry, hands clasped in front of him. “What I know is the machinery wetting and cooling the boxes is very, very old. They have been running down here for delah, but they won’t run forever. If the boxes aren’t kept cool and wetted down at intervals, they won’t need a hard thump to set them off. Any survivors of the redheads’ massacre, including you seven… gone. Nothing left of Dezi, of the West’ard Baronies, but a hole in the ground that will burn for a hundred of your years. The Clean Sea will be clean no longer. Only sai Sawyer could escape, by flipping back to the world you call America-side.”

Not for long, Jack thinks. Thanks to Wanda Kinderling’s bullet, America-side would kill me.

“But if we take these to this Gullet?” Alice asks.

“Hestin says the boxes will shut it,” Jack says. “It’ll be like what Larry said, a kid blowing out a birthday candle.”

Hestin nods, his forehead gleaming with moisture. Jack reflects on how much he looks like an undertaker in his black suit. Except, of course, for the babushka deal.

“Suppose we just put on our boogie shoes,” Ry proposes. “What about that? There must be someplace in this world as nice as Dezi. As civilized. Down in the far south, maybe.”

Alice shakes her head. “I did not see my sisters of the plate killed on the Great Road just to turn tail and run away. If you of America-side give up, I’ll try to take the boxes to this Great Gullet by myself. Or with Jack, if he will aid me.”

“What about you, Baldy?” Ry asks. “You look plenty strong.”

“My programming will not allow me to leave Mejis Barony,” Hestin replies.

“Convenient,” Ry says, once again speaking to no one in particular. “Very convenient.”

Nor is that the only convenience, Jack thinks. The machinery that keeps the boxes in a steady state is failing, but hey presto, there’s a handy disposal site called the Gullet and a very good reason to take them there.

Sometimes he feels like an ordinary guy playing chess against Bobby Fischer.

Larry says, “Could we argue about who goes and who doesn’t later? I want to get out of here. It’s cold and damp. And I wouldn’t mind unbolting that SAW to see if it still works.”

Hestin says, “You are ka-tet. You can only succeed if you all go.”

Jack can almost envision it—a last-gasp convoy crawling across all the empty lands between Dezi and the Gullet, carrying a load even more dangerous than the ones carried by the outcasts in Wages and Sorcerer… which were, after all, only movies.

“Bullshit.” Ry almost spits the word. “You don’t know that, Baldy. You’re just a machine yourself, and if you’re programmed to save anything, it’s probably your skinny plastic ass.”

It can’t be done, Jack thinks, looking at the boxes. We can try, but I see no happy ending to this story.

“There is no going around,” Hestin says, sounding—to Jack, at least—weirdly like Yoda. “There is only going through.”

Casting his mind back to Sorcerer, bright in his memory, he recalls that it ended with the one surviving half-mad outcast staggering toward the burning oil well with a crate of unstable dynamite in his arms.

Ry scrubs his hands across his face. “Hestin, my robot fra, you’re saying we do this or the fucking universe gets sucked away into todash space?”

“It will be sucked away, yes. First this world, then yours, then all. To where I do not know.”

“So we’re basically screwed.” When Ry lowers his hands, he’s actually smiling. “Check-fucking-mate. I kind of admire you, even if you are nothing but a bag of bolts. You’ve closed every exit. Of course, we only have your word for it.”

They stand in the cold and damp little room. Mary is shivering. No one speaks until Hestin does.

“There is one thing I can do, if you succeed in closing the Gullet. Not for Jack, mayhap not for Alice, but for the rest of you. I can send you back.”

“Say what?” George says.

“Aye. To your world and time. You can pick up the thread of the lives you left behind.”

Larry Magruder laughs. It’s so unlike his usual cheery giggle that it’s shocking. “Why would I do that? I played army with my pals on the weekends but playing was all it ever was. They were losers like me. I was a goddam shoe salesman.”

Mary says, “I was a fortune teller who got showed up as a fraud on TV.”

George Elgin says, “I was the world’s most inefficient efficiency expert.”

Alice Stines says, “You say true, sai Hestin. I would never leave this world I love for some other of which I know nothing.”

Ry looks at Hestin, then looks at Alice, then laughs. It’s not a pleasant sound. “I’m supposed to go back to beating up deadbeats who can’t pay the vig? Scaring whores? Paying off cops with dope? Don’t think so. Fuck it, if we have to do this, I’m in.”

“Me too,” George says.

“Me three,” Larry the Spinner says.

Mary sighs. “Why not?” She points to the cases. “If they blow up, at least it will be quick, right?”

“You are ka-tet,” Hestin says. “You are one from many.”

Jack puts a hand on Hestin’s shoulder. “You got what you wanted. Was it ever in doubt?”

“No. It was—”

“Say ka again, I’ll punch you in the face,” Jack says. “Although I doubt it would do any good.”

Hestin smiles. Robots, it seems, have a sense of humor. At least those in the Territories do. “You said it for me, Jack.”

“I did.

“Now can we get the hell out of here?”
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Five days pass before Jack’s group is ready to start moving west. He thinks of them now as a ka-tet of misfits rather than one of losers, which he reckons is a step up. He wants to give Damon and Helen Cornell time to gather his supplies, and there are things that need to be done in Dezi. There’s no way they can put everything right in the gravely wounded town, but with Alice Stines to lead, they can make a start.

Alice finds a single surviving workman from one of Dezi’s chandlery shops—Palle Dawson was camping on one of the small islands off the coast when the redheads arrived. Alice tells him what’s needed. He doesn’t ask questions, just constructs two large wooden crates into which the Arrowhead containers will fit. Ryall begins calling those containers Doom Boxes, which the others in Jack’s tet shorten to the DBs as a kind of code when they are around Dezi’s survivors. Sai Dawson’s sturdy crates have hinged lids into which he drills a number of holes with his smallest drillbit.

Larry Magruder turns out—who woulda thunk it—to be invaluable, and Jack thinks that’s why Hestin persuaded Mayor Youngblood that he needed such an otherwise useless individual. The Spinner totes the SAW up from the Arrowhead hold, lubricates it, and sets it on its tripod in front of a stack of sandbags. He crouches behind this dubious shelter, wearing diggy-dig goggles and a miner’s helmet. He’s able to reach over the sandbags to the machine gun’s trigger.

“If it explodes, I’ll probably get killed anyway,” he calls to Jack, who’s standing at what he hopes is a safe distance (and wearing his own helmet, which feels faintly ridiculous). “If I only get maimed, put me out of my misery.”

The SAW doesn’t explode. Instead, it destroys a number of glass containers Larry has lined up on a fencerail. It also disintegrates the rail, sending it flying in shards and splinters. Larry leaps to his feet, spins like a ballerina, and does a joyful Funky Chicken dance.

“Didja see it?” he asks Jack. “Didja see that sumbitch?”

“I did,” Jack says, and claps Larry on the back. “Next case. Can you teach Jory Fields to drive a Binny?”

Larry stops dancing. “I thought we didn’t like that guy. Didn’t he spoil the ambush and run away?”

“He did, and we don’t particularly like him, but we need him.”

“Why?”

“Tell you later.”
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Alice and Mary open a soup kitchen in the lower town, using the dining room of the Redleg Hotel. One of the redheads shot a Dragonfire missile into the second floor, but it was a dud and so the old hotel still lives. The women are feeding survivors who were hiding in town or who managed to get away to some of the farms and ranches on the Drop. These latter trickle back in by ones and twos or in little groups. There are also diggy-digs from the mine, most still wearing their blue overalls. They are all stunned, but not too stunned to be hungry.

Ry finds Jory Fields, who is still ferrying bodies up the Grandway to Long Wind Cemetery. He tells Jory to quit that for the time being. “Go out to the nearby farms and bring back all the fruits and vegetables you can find. Kennit?”

“Aye, kennit very well,” Jory says, head down.

“Don’t fiddly-fuck around trying to harvest the gardens, no time for that. Folks are hungry. Check out the barns and cold pantries. Can you manage that?”

Jory says he can, and starts back to his wagon.

“Nar, nar, never mind that. Come with me.”

Ry brings Jory—who still cringes rather than walks, and won’t meet anyone’s eye—to Larry.

“Teach him to drive, Spin,” Ry says. “This and the other ones. I deserve a medal for not kicking his round ass square.”

Jory may be a coward, but he’s a quick learner—not that there’s much to learn about driving a Binny. With Larry riding co-pilot, they drive up what remains of the Old Gilead Road and find a couple of abandoned trucks equipped with winches and weaponry. Larry tries one and it starts. He runs it and guns it, then turns it off and goes to the other one.

“Not taking them back to town, sai?” Jory asks.

“I’ll take one, you stick with the Binny Ding. Do what sai Connors told you to do. You’re not ready for a standard shift with ten gears.” Larry’s eyes gleam. “These babies are loaded.”

Larry reports to Jack that one looks like an America-side Hilux, the other an all-wheel drive like a Mercedes-Benz Unimog. “Only the Hilux-lookin one is something called a Takuro DayStar, which I ain’t never heard of.”

Jack doesn’t tell Larry that in one of the holds he visited, he saw a civilian car called a Takuro Spirit, probably from some other version of America-side. The Spinner is excited to report that both trucks are equipped with weapons which he says are analogous to M2 .50-cals. They fire 500 rounds a minute. There’s also a supply of Dragonfire missiles from the Arrowhead installation. Larry is happy to test-fire a couple of these outside of town, and he blows up a shed that’s already falling to pieces. Which is okay. Or, in Spinner-speak, five-by-five.

“Jack, how can all this equipment be in such good shape? Sure, some of the Dragonfires are duds, but most fire perfect, and the trucks start right up. Tires ain’t flat. Oh, maybe one or two, but the rest are fine.”

Jack shakes his head. “Don’t know.”

“If Ryall can drive a stick, we can get that other gunwagon down here,” Larry says. “They run on solar as well as diesel, which is amazing—sun-powered electrical vehicles, who knew?”

“You should see a Polestar,” Jack says.

“A what?”

“A car from my when. There’s another road behind the Arrowhead installation, and ten or twelve diesel pumps. You can fuel up the trucks there. Light a puddle first to make sure the fuel still burns.”

“Diesel for cloudy days and night-driving, right?”

“You got it.”

“Does that other road go in the direction we want to go?”

“Hestin says it does.”

“Good,” Larry says. “Because Old Gilead Road is tore up from when the redheads moved out. I mean it’s more fucked up than gin at a kid’s birthday party. When it comes to taking anything that can’t be bumped or joggled on Old Gilead… no way, Jose. We couldn’t get it twenty feet before ka-boom.”

“Hestin made me a map.”

That is not precisely true; Jack drew it. He’s still sleeping on the balcony of his ruined house, and on the night following their first visit to the Arrowhead installation, Hestin came to visit him again.

“You will want to copy this,” he said, then opened his mouth. A light like a projectionist’s beam shot out, and a hologram appeared. Not a blonde woman in hot pants, but a road snaking its way from behind the Arrowhead installation, through a hilly area marked THE RIDGES (in English, presumably for Jack’s reading convenience), and toward the Gullet, just south of the Blasted Lands. Larry Magruder said the sad sacks in The Wages of Fear had to carry their crates of dynamite about three hundred miles in order to put out the oil fire. Jack can’t remember how far it was in Sorcerer, but he thinks his ka-tet has at least twice as far to go.

“He called it the Bayver Road,” Jack tells Larry. “I’m sure it’s got its problems, but Hestin says it’s smoother than the Old Gilead one. Shorter, too. It only runs by the River None part of the way. And we’ll take precautions.”

“Okay.” Larry doesn’t ask what precautions, which is good. Jack doesn’t exactly know. This is shaping up to be a figure-it-out-as-you-go expedition. He thinks, Improv, do ya not see it.

“Test those guns in the back of the trucks. Make sure they work. If you’ve got an extra .50-cal, mount it in one of the Binny Dings.”

“Those Binnys all come equipped with Dragonfire launchers—”

“In addition to the launcher.”

“Roger that,” Larry says. He doesn’t salute; he does a spin.
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Jack spends the next days helping his ka-tet, and the larger tet of the survivors, to get Dezi on the road to recovery. He doesn’t like waiting; it’s the hardest part. He keeps thinking of how tired the cooling machinery sounded down there where the Doom Boxes are.

Meanwhile, there’s plenty to do. He thinks of ants industriously working to repair the hill some heedless passerby has kicked apart. He helps out at the Redleg soup kitchen. At dinnertime on the third evening, he—along with Mary and George—are serving vegetable soup, mashed potatoes, and fish fillets to a line of survivors. Able-bodied returnees are working as waiters for those who can’t get in line. Many of the Dezi folken are still too dazed (or wounded) to do much. It’s remarkably quiet. There is low conversation, but Jack hears almost no laughter.

“Where’s Alice?”

“Up at the Hall,” Mary says, wiping a damp lock of hair off her forehead. “That’s where the infirmary is, do’ya not know.” She slops another serving onto another outstretched plate. In a lower voice she says, “Most of those up there are going to die. They were burned with stuff that stuck to their skin. I think like napalm. Those fuckers.”

“I don’t think the redheads can help it, if that makes a difference.”

“It doesn’t.”

“Where’s Ryall?”

“Out back, cooking on six grills. A couple of sailormen are gutting the fish. They’ve got quite the assembly line. Come on, Jack, keep the line moving. Hungry people.”

The line is long and everyone in it has an empty plate. One good thing, Mary is staying sober. At least so far.

For the next hour or so Jack, George, and Mary serve out. Ryall appears from time to time, bringing heaped platters of fried fish and big serving bowls of mashed potatoes. He’s wearing a sweat-soaked slinkum and a red bandanna around his forehead. He’s got an expression on his face Jack has never seen before, and after Ryall’s second trip to replenish the supplies of the servers, he realizes what it is: happiness. Or at least contentment.

“That bad-tempered chef must have taught you something,” Jack says.

“Yeah. I’m cookin and I’m good-lookin, so what’s not to like? Keep at it, big boy. Most of those who’re able-bodied have been working hard and they’re hungry.”

Jack doesn’t need to ask what those able-bodied folken have been working hard at. Some are fixing up those houses and places of business that can be fixed up. Some are digging graves. The rest, led by Jory Fields, are looking for more dead (and any remaining survivors) in the scores of collapsed buildings. The death toll is over 504… so far. There are hundreds missing, and those are just the ones that are known. The few remaining fishermen are working the bay in the few remaining boats and casting their few remaining nets. Most of the boats that were at dock were burned to cinders.

After dinner is done and the Redleg’s dining room has mostly cleared out, Jack helps Ry clean his grills. Then he totes pails of smelly fishguts down to the water, where he dumps them out for the tide to take. As Ry scrubs the grills, he asks Jack why he doesn’t close the Gullet himself.

“Take the Doom Boxes one at a time,” he says. “Just wrap your arms around em and flip there. Kind of a DIY solution, do’ya not kennit.”

Jack’s first thought is Because I don’t want to be sucked in myself. I’m just not that altruistic. But there’s a simpler reason.

“I can’t flip from place to place in this world. I’ve tried, and it doesn’t work.”

“Say true?”

“True.”

“Rinse these.” He hands Jack one of the flat grills. “And do a good job. Can’t have soap on em when I scramble about a billion eggs tomorrow for breakfast. God, if I knew I was going to end up being a short-order cook in another world, I would have committed suicide.”

“You actually like it.”

Ry gives him a harsh look… then smiles. “Yeah, okay, you’re not entirely wrong. At least it’s safer than what we’re planning. Don’t tell anyone that, or I’ll have to kill you. Got a question.”

“Ask.”

“Are there other America-sides? There are, right? That’s what Hestin meant when he said there are other worlds than these.”

“Yes.” Jack is thinking of Takuro Spirits and the Arrowhead Project and other weirdisms he’s encountered—what is North Central Positronics? Or Sombra? What version of America (if it even was America) did the sonic bolt pistols come from?

He believes there really were Beams, and when they broke, all the worlds started running together, like wax running down the sides of burning candles that have been clustered close together. But when the candles are snuffed out, the wax hardens again—a pool of wax from many candles—and that’s the world they find themselves in. It’s a shitty metaphor, but the best he can manage, and he doesn’t really like thinking about it. Because if the last two Beams had broken, everything would have first slid together into a chaotic mishmash, and then right off the table of the universe and into todash space. Who in their right mind would want to think of such a thing?

“Could you flip to those other worlds?” Ry asks.

Jack shakes his head. “I’ve tried that, too. Only America-side. Our version of it, I guess you’d say.”

Ryall considers this and renders his verdict: “That’s fucked up.”

“Do’ya,” Jack says, and rinses another soapy grill.

Mary comes out with Richard trotting behind her. She looks tired and far too thin. “George went down to the Crescent,” she says, speaking of Dezi’s small but lovely bathing beach. “He says you want sand.”

“Yes, but I told him tomorrow would do fine.”

“He knows.” She takes the last grill and holds it up so Jack can rinse it. “He’s going to sleep there. ‘Under the stars,’ he said. He asked me to join him, and I almost did, on account of we’re both too tired to get up to any dickens, but I want my real bed at the Hall. Walk me up?”

“We’re done here,” Ry says. “Go on.” He adds, with a sardonic tilt of an eyebrow: “Kids.”
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Mary doesn’t need guarding—Richard would slash anyone who threatened her—but Jack is afraid she might pass out on the slope of the Grandway. He has no doubt that Richard would protect her with his very life, but the bumbler can’t carry her if she faints.

“How’s sober life treating you?” he asks.

She starts to give him a pissed-off look but is too tired to maintain it. “Not bad. More energy. I can do my share, and that’s a good thing.”

“It is.”

“I miss Pay. I wouldn’t have believed it when he was alive, he could be so tiresome, but I really do.”

“I see what you did there,” Jack says. He means it lightheartedly, but Mary starts to cry. They’re tears of grief and exhaustion. A diggy-dig leaving Long Wind with a shovel over his shoulder like a carbine rifle asks if she’s all right.

“Oh, go fuck yourself,” Mary says, and Jack has to laugh. That’s the woman who punched him in the chest after he got her down from the water tower. Good to know she’s still in there.

“You fuck yourself,” the miner says, and goes on his way.

She says, “All this—rebuilding, feeding people—feels like the start of a new life, without a crazy man in charge, but we won’t be here to see it. Do you feel that way, or am I on my own?”

Jack says he feels the same. They stop, looking at each other.

“If you want to come up and sleep with me, you can,” she says. “I guess that’s not much of an offer, looking the way I am—”

“You look fine.” It’s not completely true, but truer than it was. “Only you’re tired, I’m tired, and it’s too soon.”

“Also, you’ve got an eye on Alice?” They resume walking again.

“Nope. That’s Ry. If he’s smart, he’ll wait until she turns an eye on him. Given time, she might do that. There’s an old song about how ladies love outlaws.”

“Oh my God and my Gan, Waylon Jennings! That takes me back. I used to love that honky-tonk music. Whiskey, women, cheating, jukeboxes, and pickup trucks. When I was getting my drink on I’d dump ten bucks’ worth of quarters into that old juke at Hanratty’s. Had a sign over the bar, said B Irish or B Gone, B Gorrah. I wasn’t Irish but the bartender used to give me a free drink if I’d read his cards. Two, if I saw good things.” Above them the stars are peeping out, one by one, Old Mother the first and brightest. “You still love the Shadow Queen, don’t you? The one that’s gone.”

He shrugs, unwilling to answer.

“I take that as a yes. Like the old ballad about Roland Deschain and Susan Delgado.”

“That’s far too romantic, sai.”

“Who cares? I love romance like I loved honky-tonk music.” There’s a look of tired happiness on her face that makes him give her a brief side-hug. “I cried when Ali MacGraw died in Love Story. Ain’t I stupid?”

“Not at all.” Jack himself remembers giggling.

They have reached the courtyard of Rosewood Hall. The robo fire engine is still there.

“Sure you don’t want to come up and have a bounce with a flat-chested old drunk?”

“You’re not flat-chested, you’re not drunk, and your bumbler would probably bite my ass out of jealousy.”

Richard, remarkably unjealous, is staring raptly up at the stars.

“When are you going back America-side to pick up your gunna?”

“Tomorrow night.”

“Can you actually bring all that stuff back, and will it be the same when it crosses to this side?”

“Good questions I can’t answer.”

She looks up at him, her face wan and strangely elfin in the starlight. “Time is short for us, Jack. For our tet. I feel that. Do you?”

He could lie, but in these final moments of twilight, with Richard looking up at the stars and Mary looking at him, he won’t. “Yes.” Thinking: It’s five minutes before nine. In Paris.

“Do’ya well, Jack,” she says, and kisses him goodnight.

He kisses her back as Richard keeps an eye on Mid-World’s strange constellations.
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The next morning, Jack and George use a bucka to take the crates Palle Dawson has built to the Arrowhead installation. They also take up four large buckets filled with fine white sand from the Crescent bathing area. At noon, Jack helps serve out a lunch of ground beef and fried potatoes. Also canned fruit from Rosewood Hall’s pantry, a room which is rapidly emptying. Thanks mostly to Jory, other supplies are coming in. The redheads killed everyone in their path and blew up everything they could blow up, but they spared the crops, the cattle, and the wild horses that run the droplands.

In the afternoon, Jack goes up to the Hall’s jackleg infirmary to check Alice’s headwound. It’s healing nicely, and there’s no sign of infection. The same cannot be said for many of those bedded down in the BK’s receiving hall.

He walks back to his former house and lies down on the balcony. In a way he’s glad the house is gone. He no longer has to walk through the rooms where Sophie walked, or sleep in the bed Sophie shared. Who’s the romantic now? he thinks as he wraps himself in his bedroll and pulls a jug hat over his eyes to shield them from the sun.

He can hear hammering and shouts from the middle and lower towns as the folken go on rebuilding, and there are still graves to be dug at Long Wind. Ry Connors will be preparing for tonight’s mass feeding, probably cursing out his helpers for being too slow and too clumsy. Jack feels guilty for not pitching in, but his intuition tells him he’ll have his own work to do tonight, and he needs to rest now so he’s able to do it.

He dreams of Speedy Parker and Arcadia Funworld. He’s twelve. It’s late fall, the edge of winter, and the amusement park is deserted. Speedy is sitting on the steps leading up to the carousel, where the horses are frozen and the calliope is quiet. The only music is Speedy’s guitar. He sings in an old man’s beautifully worn voice: “Jesus, won’tcha come bah yere, oh Jesus, won’tcha come bah yere, cause this is the needy time, oh such a needy time—”

He sees Jack and stops playing. “Now lookit you, Jacky-boy, all grown up!”

Jack looks down and sees it’s true. He’s gone from twelve to almost sixty in the wink of an eye. Only in dreams and movies can that happen, he thinks, and then: Because movies are dreams.

“Got that right, ole Travelin’ Jack,” Speedy says, and is Jack surprised to have his mind read? Not at all.

“Will we make it, Speedy?”

“Not for me to say.”

“Will any of us fall?”

“Not for me to say.”

He presses. “Will any of us come back?”

“Come to me, you said.”

“What? What do you mean?”

“You know what I mean.” Speedy won’t meet Jack’s eye, only fiddles with the tuning knobs of a guitar which sounded—to Jack’s untrained ears, anyway—perfectly in tune.

“Is it five minutes to nine in Paris, Speedy?”

“Ain’t it always?” Speedy says.
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Jack slips from sleep trailing the fading remnants of his dream. He’s been out for hours. The afternoon is finished, and the evening soon will be. He has things to do, but the dream nags at him.

He rummages through the little bit of gunna he still has, and finds the notebook wrapped in his Kingsland Ale shirt, which is now ripped in places and stained with blood. Sophie used to call it The Book of Jack, a not-quite-joking reference to The Book of Good Farming. Once her name stamped on the cover gleamed brightly, but it’s been dulled to a ghost of its former self by rubbing on his back pocket. There are smears of dried blood on the spine. The pages are dirty and dog-eared in places.

His memories of the trip he made from Thayer to the west coast have been clarified by his own recent journey to the Gullet. He made that final leg with Richard Sloat, the bumbler’s human namesake. He remembers that as the end neared, the world became a vertiginous mixture of America-side and Territories-side, suggesting that even then the Beams holding the worlds separate were beginning to fail.

He and Richard were menaced by trees that both were and weren’t kappa-kappas. Sometimes they were normal and sometimes they were nasty things with seeking carnivorous roots. Once, he remembers (how could he have forgotten?), one of those roots curled around Richard’s arm and almost dragged him into itself. Nothing like those cannibal trees existed on earth or over here in Mid-World. They were from some other where.

Like the Takuro Spirits, he thinks.

Jack thumbs through the pages, but he hasn’t written about the trees, or how Richard broke out in a rash, or how Richard started to call him Jason, which was the name of Queen Laura DeLoessian’s son, who died in infancy.

It was also the name—so The Book of Good Farming insisted—of Gan’s son.

I’m not Jason any more than I’m Roland, he thinks, but he’s no longer sure.

Suppose he is all three? Not one of twins but of triplets?

Never mind.

Names are not what he wants. He wants what happened where the clarity of his memories fades into shadows. He wants to know how he came to find the Talisman, and possess it… at least for awhile. His memories of Point Venuti and the Agincourt Hotel—the black hotel—are blurry, like things remembered in a high fever. All he knows for sure is that it pulled him, just as the Gullet pulled him.

I must have written about the end of the journey, he thinks. Didn’t I? But at the end of his memoir, written at Sophie’s behest, he finds only this:

Come to me come to me come to me come to me COME TO ME NOW!

The rest of the pages are blank.
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The smell of cooking on Ry’s grills drifts up to him on the breeze. In the east, a sickle moon slips over the horizon and makes a hesitant silver path across the water. It’s time for him to put his memories aside and be about his business.

He thinks of the Arrowhead installation, where the many stairways stand in darkness and the ancient machinery labors on. Those are the rooms of ruin, he thinks, and it’s not his thought, but that’s all right because it’s a true thought. He told Ry there was no option B, and that was a true thing.

He remembers more than he used to. Not everything, but more. His eyes are sharper. He knows this. His ears are keener. He knows that, too. And if he fired the gun in the docker’s clutch lying on the pink kinna stone nearby, his aim would be truer than it ever was on the LAPD range. He doesn’t need the dream-Speedy to tell him that he’s changed in some fundamental way. Maybe they all have. But he rejects the idea that he has become Jason, or the legendary gunslinger from old Gilead. He is Jack, son of Philip, not Roland, son of Steven. There is no Dark Tower, if there ever was. There’s only a rip in the world that needs to be closed.

In the Cornells’ little downstairs bathroom, there was a joke sign on the wall: WASH BRUSH FLUSH. It should do as well for a hook as Beebop of the California Raisins, and Jack thinks he won’t shock either Damon or Helen by popping into existence while one of them is sitting on the jakes doing a word search puzzle. Helen went upstairs to get the antibiotics, so the bathroom downstairs is mostly for guests. Of course, either of them might stop in for a quick pee or hand-wash, but that novelty sign is too good not to use. It occurs to him that Youngblood would have loved it.

Jack grasps the balcony’s balustrade and closes his eyes. WASH BRUSH FLUSH, he thinks. WASH BRUSH FLUSH.

The stone railing melts away beneath his hands.
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When he opens his eyes, he’s looking at the sign. It’s night. The door of the Cornells’ downstairs bathroom is ajar. He steps into the short hall. The living room is on his left, the kitchen to the right. No one appears to be in the living room. The TV is off. Helen Cornell is in the kitchen, her back to him. She’s rinsing a wineglass and dancing in place to a song on the radio. Jack steps into the doorway. The last thing he wants to do is scare her. He clears his throat. She doesn’t hear, and now she’s singing along with the current tune.

“I was a good girl until your bad love changed m—”

“Helen?”

She wheels around and the glass drops from her hand. Jack doesn’t think, just darts forward and catches it by the stem before it can hit the floor. He sets it in the dish drainer. She backs up against the counter. If her eyes were any wider, they would tumble out of their sockets.

“I’m sorry,” Jack says. “I didn’t mean to—”

“Jack?” It’s Damon, coming down the stairs. “Is that you? How did you… how…” He can’t finish. He doesn’t look as terrified as Helen, but he’s clearly amazed.

“I’m sorry,” Jack says again. “I’ve abused your hospitality for the second time and cry pardon.”

Helen grasps Jack’s arm. Grief, like laughter, comes when it will, and a sharp sliver of it now pierces Jack. For some crazy reason her touch reminds him of Sophie testing produce for ripeness in the Lower-Town market.

“You’re real. And really here.”

“Yes. I came to the sign in the bathroom. Wash, brush, flush.”

“Came from where?” Damon asks, and then: “Do I want to know?”

“It would be a long story, and time is short.”

Helen says, “You sound foreign, somehow. I thought so the last time you were here.”

“I suppose I do. Maybe even am. I’ve been away for a long time, not entirely by choice.” Although, he thinks, if I could choose, I would choose Mid-World. Even without Sophie.

“Were you able to get the things I asked you for?”

“Yes, but… come in the living room. We need to talk, and I think my wife needs to sit down.”

“I’m fine.” She speaks stoutly but looks miles from fine.

The Cornells sit together on the sofa. Jack turns a chair to face them.

“You’re being sought as a person of interest,” Damon says. “Not just by the cops in Hemingford or Elm County, either. State Patrol, FBI…”

“Homeland Security,” Helen says. “Them too. They aren’t saying you had anything to do with the destruction downtown, but the implication is pretty clear.”

“You escaped from the hospital in Taylor City?” Damon asks.

“I did. Are they questioning Sarah Gilbertson? Or David?”

“Of course,” Helen says, “but nothing about the hospital. They wanted to know if there were any signs that you were a terrorist, did you have any radical ideas, what were your politics—”

“Middle-of-the-road Democrat,” Jack says. “At least when I used to vote.”

“Did you have a friend named Richard?”

For one mad moment, Jack thinks she’s talking about the billy-bumbler. Then he gets it. “Richard Sloat, yes.”

“He’s given a bunch of interviews. He said you were a great guy. Several people in that Wisconsin town Dale came from agreed.”

“Are they watching you guys?” Jack says.

“I don’t know,” Damon says, “but it’s probably good you didn’t just walk up to the door and ring the bell.”

Helen: “Although you scared ten years off my life.”

“I’m sorry as hell about that. Sorry for getting you involved at all. It’s just that my business is very important. To the place I came from, and maybe for this place, too.”

“Hemingford?”

“Earth.”

Helen Cornell closes her eyes.
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Yes, the Cornells were able to fill everything on Jack’s list. No, they don’t believe the deliveries have attracted any untoward attention. Amazon and UPS trucks trundle up and down the neighborhood streets every day.

Damon says, “The AC units are ChillZones. Bonus, they run on solar as well as batteries, and I ordered the extra batteries.”

“Better than I could have hoped. God and Gan love you.”

“Who’s Gan?” Helen asks.

Jack laughs and tosses his hands up in a delah gesture. “Your guess is as good as mine.”

“It’s all in the garage,” Damon says. “I’ll go out there with you.”

He gets up, but Helen pulls him back down. Decisively. “Jack, I’m sure you’re a nice guy, Dale thought the world of you, but I don’t want us to be taken to some black site with bags over our heads. These are weird times in America, lots of rumors and half-baked conspiracy theories. I heard at the supermarket that the Feds found some strange stuff in the aftermath of what happened in the Home. Weapons. The Army has closed off all of downtown.”

Jack thinks of the sonic bolt pistol from a company that has no website. At least not in this world. “I’ll get my gunna… gear… and get out of your home and out of your hair.” He stands up. “I was never here.”

“Maybe that’s best,” Damon says. “But if you save the world, will you come back and tell us?”

“You’ll know. Meantime, thank you both.”

Helen says, “Jack?”

He turns to her.

“You caught the glass.”

He smiles. “Reflex action, that’s all.”

She doesn’t smile back. “You moved so fast. It was eerie.”
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In the mudroom, Damon hands Jack a faded Omaha College World Series gimme cap. “I wear this all the time. There’s a breezeway between the kitchen door and the garage door, but it’s short. If anyone’s watching, and if you hunch a little, in the dark you’ll look like me. Probably stupid, but they say that perfect paranoia is perfect awareness. And Helen’s right. I don’t want us to get in trouble because we did you a favor.”

“I don’t, either. Never in life.”

“I packed everything in a big trunk. It cost eight hundred bucks, but it was your money, so I went a little wild.”

It was actually the BK’s money.

“Don’t know how you can move something that big, but…” He shrugs. A balding middle school teacher who has gone way out on a limb for the friend of a friend.

“I’ll be fine.”

Jack hopes so but doesn’t really know. What he does know is that he won’t involve the Cornells, no matter what. He takes Damon by the shoulder with his left hand. With the right he puts a fist to his forehead. “Long days and pleasant nights, sai. May you and your wife do well.”
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Jack opens the eight-hundred-dollar trunk Damon bought and does a quick inventory. Everything Jack asked for is here. He hefts the AC units and estimates their weight at about twenty pounds each. Extra batteries are in shrink wrap. Everything else has been packed carefully around the portable ACs. The trunk is black metal, steel-ribbed, over five feet long, and a hell of a lot heavier than twenty pounds, or even fifty. Jack’s heart sinks. He has never tried to take anything this large to the Territories. He certainly can’t carry it in his arms, and the idea of taking his supplies back piecemeal makes him feel weary and dispirited.

Speedy, got any hints? Maybe a little of that cheap wine you called magic juice?

It’s sarcastic, and he doesn’t expect any answer, but he gets one.

Think of the Talisman, Jacky-boy. It’s gotta be better than WASH BRUSH FLUSH.

He latches the trunk, sits on it, and grasps the sides. He closes his eyes and summons the memory of that glowing, mystical ball. How he came to get it still isn’t clear in his memory, but the thing itself is. He remembers holding it in his hands, how it warmed to his touch, and how deep in its coruscating brightness, he saw something beautiful.

It might have been a rose, he thinks, and all at once the trunk changes under his hands, the texture becoming rougher. The transition to Territories-side isn’t instantaneous. The trunk slows him down. There is a sense of passing through some dread

(todash)

space, and in it he feels the pull of the Gullet. At this distance it’s not strong, but he senses something worse than its attraction: the alien stirring of many minds. It’s like the rustling of dead leaves in an autumn wind. He tries to quiet them

(sleep you little redheads your time is not yet so sleep)

as a parent might try to soothe a fractious infant. That moment of passage seems very long, and maybe it is; Jack guesses there’s no such thing as objective time in that between-place. Then, like a blessing, he feels a fresh breeze, tinged with salt from the Clean Sea. It lifts his hair from his forehead.

He opens his eyes. He’s still sitting on the trunk, or what was the trunk. It has become a crate, both longer and deeper than those built by Palle Dawson, but otherwise it’s the same, right down to the small holes drilled in the lid. But while Palle drilled his holes in a column—five wide, ten long, fifty in all—the holes in this crate form a circle. Jack recognizes it at once as the shape of the Talisman.

Did he do it? Did he make this crate, which is so similar to those made by sai Dawson? Did he make that circular pattern of holes? He guesses it doesn’t matter. Whether he did it or it was caused by the transition from one world to the other, it comes to the same: ka.

The metal latches have been replaced by loops of hemp. He frees them, closes his eyes again, and says a brief prayer that he won’t open the crate only to discover a lot of useless Territories rickrack. He hopes that ka won’t be that cruel, then realizes ka could be exactly that cruel. The idea that ka favors the good, the brave, and the true of heart may be the stuff of romantic books and movies, but is not, in Jack’s experience, very realistic.

Stop fucking around. Do it.

He throws back the lid on leather hinges. The ChillZone AC units look unchanged. He flicks the switch on one and cool air hits his sweaty face. Good. Great, in fact. He picks up one of the battery packs. It no longer says Energizer and Made in USA but North Central Positronics. The solar units, however, bear American flag decals and have been “proudly made in Huntsville, Alabama.” The carpenters’ levels he asked for are still calibrated in English, but the thermometers are now round instead of rectangular and have numbers—he assumes they’re numbers—that are just squiggles. That’s okay; they’ll work.

One more day and we’re out of here, he tells himself. Assuming, that is, we can get the Doom Boxes up from that lower level without blowing ourselves up, along with everyone else.

The crate has landed on the SOPHIE notebook. He pulls it free and sees her name is now mostly obliterated. That makes him sad. He wraps it in a clean tee-shirt and wraps himself in his blankets. He looks up at Old Mother and thinks, Wish I may, wish I might.

Wishing for ka to favor the brave and true-hearted—all that good romantic shit—he falls asleep on his balcony.
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Early the next morning, Jack goes up to Long Wind Cemetery on the Redoubt. The wreck of the town is submerged in the morning mist off the water. It’s too early for the rest of those on the body burial detail, but he was pretty sure he’d find Jory Fields there, and so he does. Three wrapped bodies are in a cart nearby. Dwarf mulies have been unhitched and graze, one an albino with a vestigial fifth leg waving limply.

It’s cool, but Jory is sweating already. Did he spend the night in the graveyard? Jack wouldn’t be surprised. He looks around warily at Jack, who addresses him in the archaic pronouns of the Manni. It’s his way of saying I mean you no harm and I mean business.

“Thee’s early, sai.”

Jory turns back to his work. “Graves don’t dig umselves.”

“Only three?”

“Yar, this morning. I’ve pinned two names to their shirts. The third one, I don’t know. Face is burned off, do ya not see it.”

“Aye, too well,” Jack says grimly.

“More later, I wot.” Jory thrusts his spade into a pile of dirt and wipes his forehead. “We’ve got the most of em from town, although with some of the buildings so broke down…” He gives a who-knows shrug and begins to dig again.

“Thee would atone for thy error?”

Jory stops again, and arms sweat from his forehead. “Can’t kennit.”

Jack realizes he’s spoken atone in English. “To make up for thy mistake.”

“Do’ee call it a mistake? I ran like a rabbit. I’ll never make up for it, sai. So many died. There is no akba, no making up. No fixing. What’s done is done.”

“But may be made better.”

“Do you say so?” The faintest glimmer of hope.

“I do.”

“Then tell what you came to tell, sai.”

Jack tells him.
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Two hours later, Ryall, George, and Mary gather with Jack in the motor pool of the Arrowhead installation. They are all wearing heavy fisherman’s sweaters against the chill in the down-below… but no gloves. That might make them clumsy. There is delicate work ahead. Jack would have preferred Ayden Hestin or Larry Magruder, both of them stronger than Mary, but Hestin has gone Gan knows where, and if Larry decided to jerk or spin at the wrong moment, no one would have time to tell him to quit it before they were all discorporated into their component atoms. Or so he believes.

Mary is skinny, all but lost in her heavy green sweater, but he thinks she’ll be cool under pressure as long as it doesn’t involve looking down from a great height. She ordered Richard to stay behind at the Hall. He obeyed her, as he does in all things. If the Doom Boxes are too heavy for her, Jack will risk the Spinner.

Jack leads them to the capsule-shaped room. They form a circle around the waist-high railing, looking uneasily down at what they have come for. From overhead comes that tired squalling noise. Mist drifts down. As before, the boxes soak up the mist.

No, drink it down, Jack thinks. Those boxes only look like wood.

“Does that machinery sound worse, or is it me?” Mary asks.

“Don’t know,” George says, “but it sure doesn’t sound good.”

Jack grips the railing and shakes it a little. “What do you think?” he asks Ry.

“Should be easy enough.” Ry lifts his sweater to reveal a carpenter’s belt heavy with tools. He got the belt from Palle Dawson, who constructed the crates. Jack considered replacing Mary with Palle—the seagoing carpenter and jack-of-all-trades is plenty strong—but Alice Stines vetoed the idea.

“Palle is a good man, but a bit of a gossip. The last thing we need is someone telling tales and frightening people even more than they already are. My thinking is Palle already knows as much as is good for him. You’re the dinh of our tet, Jack, and you must say, but I think we should keep what we know…” Rather than finish the thought, she put her finger to her lips. No one says And keep it in the tet, but Jack guesses they’re all thinking it.

Adjustable wrenches haven’t been invented in Dezi, so Ry selects a pair of spring-loaded pliers from the tools on the belt. One by one he loosens the bolts holding the railing, and one by one the others remove the sections. Mary puts them carefully aside. Then they stand looking at the catafalque of crisscrossing steel rails that bear the boxes.

George says, “They aren’t wood. Look a little like wood, but so does the paneling in the spare bedroom of my apartment, and it’s plastic or something. And… you’re going to think I’m crazy, but—”

Ry says it for him. “Are those things breathing?”

Jack says, “They need water, so…” He shrugs.

“That’s fucked up,” Mary almost whispers, and Ry nods and says, “Do’ya.”

There are indentations on the ends of the boxes. Were they there before? Jack isn’t sure, but he doesn’t think so. God hates a coward, he thinks, and slides his hand into the indentation. Mary and George close their eyes. Ry looks on stoically, but his lips are pressed so tightly together they’re little more than a stitched line.

Nothing happens. Jack didn’t think anything would, but at the same time he was absolutely convinced that all of them would be obliterated. Now the other three kneel—as if in prayer—and move into the positions Jack has told them to take.

“Get over, would ya,” George mutters to Ry.

“Quit shoving,” Ry mutters back, but shuffles a little further to his left. Above them, the machinery groans, the vents open, and more mist billows down. Droplets shine in Mary’s hair like seed pearls.

“Are you guys ready?” Jack asks.

“Let’s do it,” Ry says.

There were two carpenters’ levels on the list Jack gave to Damon Cornell, and he came through admirably with a couple of Workpros with quadruple windows: two horizontal, one vertical, one diagonal. Jack lays one on each of the Doom Boxes.

“Watch the bubbles in the pitch vials,” he says. “No tilting the Doom Boxes.”

“Christ, no,” George says. He gives a high-pitched giggle—decidedly Spinner-ish—and wipes sweat from his forehead. “Who knows what that would do?”

Mary and Ry take the ends of one box, Jack and George the other.

“Ah, shit,” Ry says. “It’s warm.”

George says, “Up close they don’t look like wood at all.”

Jack doesn’t say George was up close before. They all were. There weren’t convenient handholds, either. He’s almost sure of it. The boxes are changing.

“Doesn’t feel like metal at all,” Mary says. “It feels more like… you know… flesh.”

“Just watch the pitch vials,” Jack says. “Keep those bubbles nice and steady.”

“Oh, believe me,” Mary says.

“One… two… three.”

They lift the boxes, careful not to bump them together. Whatever is inside doesn’t weigh much more than the AC units, maybe twenty-five pounds each. The idea crosses Jack’s mind that maybe the Doom Boxes aren’t dangerous at all, but only gags from some otherworldly version of Pedro’s Novelties ’N Notions. He’s sure Pay would appreciate such a joke.

“Mary, you and Ry go first. We’ll follow.”

Ryall backs toward the three steps leading to the first passageway, looking over his shoulder to make sure he doesn’t stumble. In spite of the chilly room, his stubbled cheeks gleam with sweat. “Keep it level, Mary, may it do’ya.”

“I’ll be fine. Just take care of your end.”

They keep it level. Ry goes up one step, then two, then three. The robo-voice was quiet as they entered, but now it bellows, “Danger, Will Robinson! Danger!” Mary jerks. So does George on the end of the box he and Jack have lifted off the rails.

“Don’t do that!” Ry hisses at his partner.

“Sorry, say sorry,” Mary murmurs. “We’re still alive, so keep going.”

The two of them disappear into the first passageway, Ry backing slowly and Mary stepping in tandem.

“We’re supposed to take these things hundreds of miles?” George asks. “Surely you can’t be serious.”

“One thing at a time,” Jack replies, “and don’t call me Shirley.”

George barks laughter. Jack thinks, See what I did there, Pay?

Ry was right; the handles feel warm. Jack thinks he can feel a pulse beating in them, but that must be his imagination.

The bubbles in the carpenters’ level shift minutely, then return to the centers of their tubes. He risks a look over his shoulder and sees that Ry and Mary have lowered their box onto the handcart, which they have placed against one tiled wall. There’s just room enough for Jack and George to shuffle next to the handcart. Jack gives another three-count, and they set their box down next to the other one.

George immediately wipes his hands on his sweater. “Those boxes are weird. I don’t know what’s inside, and don’t want to know.”

“Slowly now,” Jack says. “Slow and steady wins the race.”

They roll the handcart along the corridor, past the

(rooms of ruin)

closed doors to the next flight of stairs. There they halt.

“The handcart or just the boxes?” Ry asks, judging the flight. “What do you think?”

“Can you lift your end of the cart?”

“Yeah. Can you?”

“I’ll be fine.” It’s Mary Jack is worried about. She looks pretty well done up, and he doesn’t want her on one end of a Doom Box.

“Hup-hup,” Ry says, and grasps one of the cart’s handles.

Jack takes his. “Keep them level.”

“You don’t have to tell me.”

They go up a step at a time. The boxes aren’t heavy by themselves, but with the weight of the handcart added, they’re lifting ninety pounds at least. By the time they get to the next corridor and set it down—gently, gently—it feels more like two hundred. Jack’s heart is beating fast and hard. Every cut, bump, and bruise on his body—there are many—is throbbing.

Ry is grinning at him in the light of the overhead fluorescents. “Hope you ate your spinach. Next flight is longer, big boy.”

“That big boy shit is getting tired, sai. Maybe change it up with fuckhead or dinkleballs.”

Mary and George have followed them up the stairs. Mary says, “Dinkleballs? I haven’t heard that since eighth grade.”

“I never heard it,” George says, and when Mary replies, “That’s because you’re a fuckhead,” they all erupt in nervous laughter. The sound echoes back, but changed into something too much like groans, and they stop.

They push the handcart along the tiled corridor. To Jack, the next flight looks longer than when they came down. Ry asks him if he’s ready. Jack says he is. They mount the stairs, Ryall going backward and breathing in harsh gasps. They keep the handcart level. By the time they get to the top, the muscles in Jack’s arms are trembling. They set the handcart down—gently, gently—and then Ry slides down the wall to a sitting position, legs splayed. His sweater ends up under his arms.

Jack looks at him through his hair, which is hanging on his forehead in sweaty clumps. “How are you doing?” Then adds, “Big boy.”

Ryall flips him a double bird without looking up.

George turns to Mary. “They need a breather. I’ll push. You walk ahead of me. There were a couple of broken tiles near that door with the Arrowhead Project sign on it. We don’t want to bump over them.”

“Do’ya,” she says, and when they reach the broken tiles, they lift the ends of the handcart so the wheels don’t bump. A cold mist is seeping out from under the door with Arrowhead Project stenciled on it. Jack has no idea what went on behind that door, or why someone would scrawl ABANDON HOPE ALL YE WHO ENTER HERE on it, and doesn’t want to know. The fluorescents flicker and stutter. Behind the door, something slithers. They all hear it, but no one speaks of it.

Not just the rooms of ruin, he thinks. They’re prison cells for things I don’t want to consider.
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Jory, Larry, and Alice—fresh out of the infirmary—are waiting in the motor pool. “Did it go well?” Alice asks. She has replaced the bandage on her head with a blue bandanna—a farkin—that hangs down her back like a pigtail.

“I think you’d probably know if it hadn’t,” Mary says. She leans against one of the trucks and blows hair off her forehead.

“You did plenty,” Jack says. “I’m proud of you.”

“So am I,” Ry agrees. “Dinkleballs.”

While Alice looks on, puzzled by the word in English, the four of them erupt in hysterical laughter. Jory and Larry look at the boxes as if they might bite. As requested, Jory has brought the large wooden crate that was a metal trunk in the Cornells’ garage. And the two smaller crates that Palle Dawson made.

Jack has also asked Jory to bring a measuring stick, but he hardly needs it; he can see the Doom Boxes should fit inside Palle’s crates very well. Nevertheless, he heeds his father’s dictum to take double-care in serious matters. Phil Sawyer was talking about contracts concerning actors, directors, screenwriters, and studios, but Jack reckons that also holds true for exploding boxes. So he measures.

Alice tentatively pushes the button on one of the ChillZone units and leaps back when the cool air hits her face. Larry turns it off. “Better save it, sai, if’ee will.”

“If you say so, let it be so.”

“Jack,” Ry says. “Both of the DBs would fit in that long crate. Looks almost like it was made for them. There’s even holes in the top.”

Jack has no doubt that the boxes would fit, nor does he doubt the transformed trunk was made for them, either by chance or by ka. But intuition says to use Palle’s crates, and so he will.

Damon ordered six rubber floormats from Amazon, three for the bottom of each crate. Once they’re in place, George and Mary lift their box into one crate. When they step back (once again rubbing their hands on their sweaters), Jack and Ry slip their box into the other one. They fit almost perfectly, with a gap of no more than two inches between the sides of the Doom Boxes and the sides of the crates.

“Jory, did you bring the sand?”

“Yar.” He still won’t meet Jack’s eye.

Jory and Larry walk to the ramp leading to the outside world and bring back four buckets filled with fine white sand from Crescent Beach. They pour sand into the narrow spaces that remain in the crates.

“Extra insurance?” Alice asks.

“Yes.” Jack turns to Jory. “Did you fill those bottles?”

“Yar.” Jory is still looking anywhere but at Jack, or at any of them.

Damon Cornell has also provided six Sprayz dispensers. On America-side they were calibrated in ounces; over here in squiggles. They each hold fifty ounces of water. Jory has filled them from one of the many creeks feeding into the River None.

“You understand what you’re to do, Jory?”

“Yar.” His instructions are to spray the tops of both crates every thirty minutes, to be timed by an hourglass that was also part of the gear Damon Cornell ordered. “I’m to spray over the holes.” He snatches a glance at Jack, then looks away again. “Although what good it will do I’m sure I don’t know, as those boxes you brought up from below are wood.” He pauses, bending over for a good look. “Are they?”

“Probably not, Jory-baby,” Larry says.

“Don’t fail me,” Jack tells him.

Jory nods, now looking at the floor. “Never in life, sai.” He spritzes the tops of both crates, then turns the hourglass over. The sand begins to fall.

“Lora Stines will spell you tonight,” Alice tells him. To Jack, “Lora’s my niece, and she’s steady. Knows how to keep her mouth shut, too.”

“I can do it, sai,” Jory says. “I want to do it.” He adds, almost under his breath, “Akba.”

“Best you take your rest tonight,” Jack says. “You’re coming with us tomorrow, and you’ll have plenty of time for akba.”

Jory’s eyes light up. “Do you say so?”

“I do.”

Ry puts his hands to his head, as if to keep his brains from exploding. “Really? Are you kidding?”

Jack says nothing, which is answer enough.

“Insane,” Ry says, and drops his hands. “You’re the dinh, so whatever. But you’ll regret it. Once a coward, always a coward. Remember I said it.”

Jack still says nothing. Jory cringes back but keeps his eyes on the hourglass.

“Let’s get out of here,” Ry says. “Since we didn’t die, I want a shower before I have to see how bad my helpers screwed up lunch.”

Alice and the five from America-side walk up the ramp into the midmorning sun. Jack turns his face up to it, thinking that warmth and light have rarely felt this good to him, and he sees the others doing the same.

Larry does a couple of spins, then speaks low to Jack. “You wanted those boxes in two small crates instead of the big one because we’re taking two trucks, aren’t we? Like in the movie.”

“Yes.”

“In the movie I saw at Film Forum, one of the trucks blew up.”

“Yes.” It also happened in Sorcerer.

“Which of ours will blow up?” Larry doesn’t sound worried; almost nonchalant, in fact. Because who actually dies in the movies? Not real people, only characters.

“Neither one,” Jack says. “We’re going to rewrite the script.”

“So you hope,” Ry says, and then adds (as Jack knew he would), “Big boy.”
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On their last night in Dezi, the ka-tet gathers for a final briefing in Youngblood’s study, that room filled with artifacts and tchotchkes from America-side—everything from the picture of Nicolas Cage that changes expression depending on where you stand, to the toy R2-D2 robot in which the Duracells are long dead.

The only one not present is Jory Fields. He has elected to stay in the motor pool with the Doom Boxes, even though Alice’s niece Lora is now in charge of the hourglass and the sprayers. Jack has asked—no, demanded—that the spray bottles always be kept full.

The six of them have been busy all day, doing what needs to be done before leaving Dezi to heal (or not) on its own. Jack is proud of Mary, but also of the rest, not excepting Ry Connors. They are doing what needs to be done, although they have only Jack’s word for their mission’s importance. Under the BK’s often capricious rule, the America-siders did enough to get along and stay out of trouble, but not much more. Now they’ve become parts of a greater whole. Ry called Jack dinh, and he supposes that’s what he is. For better or worse.

Larry and George organized the vehicles that will be heading first south, then west. There were plenty of motorized buckas, abandoned by the redheads, to choose from.

George told Jack Old Gilead Road reminded him of a movie he saw a year or so before Ayden Hestin kidnapped him and brought him to Mid-World. “It was a World War II flick called They Fought for Their Country. One part of it showed all the trucks and tanks and rifles the Germans abandoned in their defeat in Stalingrad. Old Gilead Road was like that. Vehicles and cast-off crap everywhere. Either those solar panels thingies didn’t work, or they didn’t know how to work em.”

“I bet you saw that movie at the Film Forum,” Jack said.

George’s surprise verged on shock. “How did you know that?”

“Just an educated guess.” Also an echo. It’s where the Spinner saw The Wages of Fear. “I mean, the Angelika wasn’t open in 1976.”

“What’s the Angelika?”

“A movie theater. Foreign films and arty stuff. Did you get the kind of trucks I told you about?”

“Yar, canvasback transports. The redheads must have ridden in the backs. We took jerrycans of fuel out to the Old Gilead Road, got it from those pumps behind the Arrowhead hold. Larry’s an airhead about lots of things, but when it comes to guns and mechanical stuff he’s sharp. Had one mishap, but got em goin and rollin. Drove em back to the Arrowhead, topped up their tanks. Those diesel pumps sound like they’re on their last legs, but they still work. Trucks are all lined up and ready to go.”

“What about more sand?”

“That too. Palle Dawson and his brother Mansy brought up a whole wagonload from the Crescent. They wanted to know why we were filling up the backs of two transport trucks. I said I didn’t know cause you didn’t tell me.”

Mary Klee and Alice Stines spent their last day doing nurse things in the infirmary that used to be Mayor Youngblood’s receiving hall. There are fewer patients now. Some have gotten well enough to leave and some have died, mostly of burns, but there are still two dozen who need tending. Several women and a few men have volunteered to do what they can to either speed recovery or ease suffering. Mary calls them “our half-assed candy stripers.” She has also taught Alice how to drive one of the Binnys.

“Took to it like a duck to water,” she reported to Jack.

Ryall spent the day at the Redleg Hotel, organizing half a dozen would-be cooks to take over the kitchen. There’s also the need to sweet-talk the remaining fishermen into delivering their catches free of charge. Ry is better at sweet-talking than Jack would have expected.

“Didn’t see you at lunch,” Ry said to Jack. “You on a diet?”

“Got a piece of spinach pie at the Hall.”

“You hafta do better than that,” Ry said. “Not to sound like a Jewish mother, but you’re too fucking thin.”

The sloping ramp that’s the Grandway is lined with benches, and it was there Jack ate his spinach pie sitting next to Ayden Hestin, who has reappeared from wherever he had been… although only to Jack, which reconfirms the idea that Hestin sees him as the tet’s leader. (Jack also thinks Hestin might have absented himself in case a dropped Doom Box resulted in a large explosion.) Jack had many questions about what Hestin calls the Bayver Road, about the territory through which it passes and what is beyond. Hestin answered as best he could but claimed the region south of the Blasted Lands isn’t well known, or at least not to him.

He admits that the hills known as the Ridges are actually a little more like mountains than hills, and shows Jack where their route crosses and re-crosses the River None. Hestin says there are bridges… or were. He says they were built and used by the Old People. Jack doesn’t find this encouraging. The Old People are long gone and hard to find. Their holds are in good shape, true enough, but that’s because they’re underground. That won’t be the case with the bridges. Jack elects not to share this concern with the others at their final briefing, convincing himself there’s no reason to alarm his tet with baseless speculations.

He doesn’t need Sophie—or her ghost—to tell him this is pure magical thinking: if he doesn’t tell them their way may be blocked by collapsed bridges (or mountain passes choked by landslides), it won’t happen.

“There are helios along the Bayver,” Hestin says. “There’s that. At least there were, as far along it as I have traveled. They stand on tall poles.”

“And how far along the Bayver Road have you gone?”

“At least twenty wheels. Maybe twenty-five.”

“That’s not very far.”

“You will have other problems,” Hestin says. “Some I’ve already warned you about.”

“Ayden, are you really part of our tet?”

“Yes. Destruction of the world aside, I don’t want to die.”

“You’re a machine.”

Ayden shrugs. “Call it survival instinct or AI self-aware programming, they come to the same.”

“You told Youngblood the guns he was depending on to save Dezi were good.”

“Some of them were.”

Jack has interrogated many suspects, and knows semantical dance steps when they’re being done. “Bullshit. You wanted the redheads to destroy the town.”

“I’m sorry, but I needed this result. I needed you seven to be ka-tet.”

Jack thinks of calling this cold-blooded, but what would be the point? Ayden Hestin is a baldheaded computer playing a game of probabilities. And it is true that the destruction of Dezi has driven the America-siders together. Jack is planning a trip of hundreds of wheels with Ryall Connors, a man who rubs him the wrong way. Which is, he has to admit, a step up from his former detestation.

Nor is he sure Hestin has told him everything. In a novel, sai Hestin would be what lit teachers call “an untrustworthy character.”

He asks Hestin one final question, maybe the only one that matters: “Are you sure this Bayver Road will take us to the Gullet?”

“Yes,” Hestin says. “It comes out beyond Riven, near one of the holds of the Old People.”

“You know this how?”

“It’s stored in my memory.”

“If you say so. Do you want some of my spinach pie? I can’t eat the rest.”

“Thank you, but no.”

“Do you eat?”

Hestin stands and dusts off his black pants. “Excuse me, Jack. I must go. Must mosey along, as you say America-side.”

“Roll like a big wheel,” Jack says. “That’s in a song by—”

“Big Joe Turner,” Ayden Hestin says. He moseys along, leaving Jack to gape after him, his question about whether or not Hestin eats unanswered.
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“Are you just going to sit there, staring into space?” Ry asks, returning Jack to Youngblood’s study. “You called us together, and I assume it wasn’t for us to sing kumbaya, but I’ve still got work to do down at the Redleg.”

“Let go and let God,” Mary says, rather piously.

“Honey, that might sound good in AA meetings, but it’s not how things work in the real world. Most of my so-called kitchen aides couldn’t find their own asses with both hands and a flashlight. Lettie Sanden isn’t bad, but the rest are gomers. They mean well, but I wouldn’t be surprised to get back from our little vacation—if we get back—to find half the town has starved or drowned trying to fish down at the Nook.”

“Micromanaging much?” George says.

Ry gives him a sour look. “As if you’d know. What have you and the Spinmeister been doing? Relaxing?”

“Fuck you,” George says, with surprising spirit. He turns his head to give Ryall a good look at his cheek, which is red and blistered. “Tried to jump-start one of those abandoned gunwagons and the battery exploded. Lucky we didn’t lose our eyes, right, Spin?”

“Yar.” Larry’s fingers gleam with the salve Mary has spread over them. “But we’re ready, Jack.”

“Good. Now stop the squabbling.” He’s speaking to all of them, but it’s Ry he’s looking at. “If any of you can’t do that, I’ll replace you. I think Palle would be willing to come with us. Or maybe Lora.”

This is an empty threat, and they probably know it. Once a ka-tet is made, to unmake it spells ruin. Doom isn’t just restricted to those weird boxes now being wetted down twice an hour; he senses it in this room, an aura surrounding each one of them. Yes, even the billy-bumbler sleeping in Mary’s lap.

“Got it,” Ry says. “One for all and all for one and all that shit.” To George and Larry he says, “Sorry.”

For Ry, this is a giant step into humility, and Jack presses on before anyone can spoil it with a smartass crack.

“We leave tomorrow, as soon as it’s light enough to see the road ahead of us. Food supplies?”

“Plenty,” Alice says. “Stowed in the trucks holding the boxes. Mary and I loaded it up. If we run short, we can forage.”

“Jory goes first in a Binny Ding with a full complement of Dragonfire missiles. He’ll also have an automatic rifle and one of those sonic guns. Right, Larry?” He knows it’s right, but he wants to give Larry his moment of limelight.

“Yeah, the sonic gun is a groove-thing from Positronics. At a distance, those babies just push. Close up, they’d drive a hole in a person big enough to throw a football through. The rifle is also Positronics, but it’s your basic M249. I checked Jory out on how to reload, what to do if the rifle jams, all that happy crappy. He’s got a ton of ammo.”

“And the missiles?”

Larry shrugs. “Some are duds, I guess cause they’re so old, but based on what the redheads did to this town, most are fine. Load one up, point, shoot, do it again. Wish we had comms, though.”

Mary says (in that same annoyingly pious tone), “If wishes were horses, beggars would ride.”

Jack says, “All the vehicles are equipped with horns and very loud alarms. Plus, there are helios. Wave a hat or a cloth in front of them and they’ll blink right on down the line. So Hestin said, anyway. Don’t suppose any of you know Morse?”

The America-siders shake their heads. Alice just looks puzzled.

“So we keep it simple,” Jack says. “One blink for come ahead, two blinks for trouble.”

“Useless as lips on a chicken,” Ry says, and then raises a hand at Jack. “Just sayin, just sayin.”

Since he’s surely right, Jack doesn’t scold him. “Larry, you give Jory a good head start, then come after him.”

Larry gives a thumbs-up. “Got the .50-cal, got a SAW, got Dragonfire missiles. Loaded for bear. Out-standing!”

“Mary and George come third. You’ll be carrying the first DB.” Jack doesn’t want to say Doom Box aloud, and if that’s superstition, deal with it. “Ry comes fourth, in the second gunwagon. Same armaments as Larry’s got.”

“One of the tanks would’ve been supercool,” Larry says, and holds up his blistered fingers. “But, you know, if wishes were horses and all that shit.”

“I’ll be behind Ryall, carrying the second DB,” Jack says. “Alice brings up the rear in another Binny.”

“Alone?” Ry asks.

“I’ll be fine,” Alice says. Her tone says make something of it, do’ya. Ry doesn’t.

“She’s our back door. Equipped with a Dragonfire launcher and keeping an eye out behind our convoy.”

“Also my plate and those of the other ladies,” Alice says.

Jack nods. “We’ll all also have sidearms. We’re going to keep good separation.”

“Why bother?” Mary asks. “If I understand it right, if one of those boxes blow, they’ll take everything for miles.”

“There may be other problems,” Jack says, almost directly quoting Ayden Hestin. “If we have to do any shooting—”

“If we hafta go hot!” Larry sounds like he might enjoy a spin to celebrate the idea.

“I don’t want anyone shooting one of ours by mistake,” Jack says. “I’ve seen that shit a few times as a cop. Understood?”

They murmur agreement, which allows Jack not to mention another possibility. If someone with an itchy trigger finger put a stream of .50-caliber bullets into one of the trucks carrying a Doom Box, their quest might end before anyone had a chance to say my bad.

“Questions?”

He expects a hundred, but they are silent.

“Just to review the order—it’s Jory first, Larry second in one of the gunwagons, Mary and George third—”

“Don’t forget Richard,” Mary puts in.

Jack nods. “Mary, George, and Richard. Fourth comes Ry in the second gunwagon, then me, then Alice. We’ll have to stop every half hour to wet down the DBs and make sure they’re staying cool. A pain in the ass, but necessary. Jory’s our timer. He’ll honk twice to mark the half-hour breaks: bip-bip. I’ll repeat it so everyone gets the message. I’ve got my old Timex, and Jory’s got the hourglass. For noon lunch break and to mark the end of the day, I’ll honk seven times.” He chants, “Shave and a haircut, two bits. Like that. Got it?”

They all nod.

“This is a dangerous job, so at the risk of being annoyingly repetitive, are there any questions? You know what they say, the only dumb question is—”

“The one you don’t ask,” Ry says. “Yeah, yeah. Been there, done that, got the tee-shirt.”

Jack is about to end the meeting when Alice asks a question. “How long will it take? How many days?”

“Hestin tells me this way isn’t as long. If we can make a hundred wheels a day, I think six. With stops every half hour, more likely seven. You’ll have something to tell your grandchildren about.”

Ry does a passable impression of George C. Scott as Patton: “You won’t have to tell em you shoveled shit in Louisiana.”

They all laugh, even Alice, who wouldn’t know George C. Scott (or George S. Patton) from a hole in the wall. Or Louisiana, for that matter.

“Get some sleep,” Jack says. “We leave early.”

Mary lingers after the rest of them leave. “Bed down with me,” she says. “We don’t have to do anything, but if you’re with me, maybe I will sleep. I’m scared to death.”

He wants to be with her, not for sex but as they were after Pernil and before Dezi. He’s lonely. Also, the floor of his balcony is hard. He follows her to the third-floor bedroom she’s been using. Richard scoots under the bed, where he’s made a little den for himself.

Mary turns out the room’s one working sparklight. They undress in the dark without talking and get in bed. Jack turns on his side and Mary snuggles up to him. Sophie tells him if he wants to make love to her, it would be all right. She says she knows it’s been a long time. But Mary is already asleep. Which is good, he tells himself.

Which is good.
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They’re all up before dawn the next morning. They eat scrambled eggs and toast and drink the last of the coffee. Their breakfast is cooked and served by Ryall in the kitchen of the Hall. They walk up Trolley Road, then along the FORBADE sidetrack which leads to the Arrowhead installation. Hestin, wearing his black suit and a babushka the dark gray of a stormcloud, is standing at the head of the ramp. He doesn’t speak to them, and Jack’s tet returns the favor.

Lora, Alice’s niece, meets them. Jack wishes her hoy and good morning. Jory is deep in his bedroll and snoring, but at the sound of their voices he wakes and gets up.

“Hoy, Jory. All good?”

“Yar. Need help with the crates?”

“We’ve got it.”

Jack and Ry settle the crates containing the Doom Boxes on the handcart. Ry suggests they carry the handcart so they can keep the DBs horizontal. Jack shakes his head. They will be ascending the Ridges tomorrow or the day after, where the trucks and the boxes will be tilted by the grade.

Ry shrugs. “If you say so, let it be so. You’re the dinh.”

Jack points up the ramp. “If the boxes were going to explode, would Hestin still be standing there?”

“Good point.”

They roll the handcart up the ramp. Jory follows with the hourglass in one hand and a Sprayz dispenser in the other. The rest of the sprayers, the AC units, and the temperature gauges are waiting in the trucks that will carry the explosives.

The five others—six, counting Richard—follow Jack and Ry. It’s the first light of the new day, so delicate, so perfect, so un–fucked up. The sky is an unblemished blue. Birds twitter in a grove of trees behind the Arrowhead installation, giving their worried cries: Tuff-tuff-tuffy. Groundmist swirls around their feet like cigarette smoke. They all wear sidearms. On his first journey through the Territories, Jack realizes he never saw a single gun until he reached the train depot and opened Morgan’s crates of Uzis and grenades.

Ry says, “Those ka-mais better not screw up breakfast. Hungry people.”

George doesn’t accuse him of micromanaging. No one says a word. Hestin follows thirty or forty paces behind them, hands clasped, looking more like an undertaker than ever in his black suit.

They pass the refueling station. Further on, Larry and George have lined up their small armada. Just ahead of the Binny Ding that will be their point vehicle are a pair of signs on leaning, rusty poles. They flank a narrow road of disintegrating pavement: two tracks with a hummock of weeds, dock, and oxeye daisies growing up the center. One of the signs is in English, the other in the pothook squiggles that are the written version of the speech. The English sign says BAYVER. The other says the same.

“Everything ready, sai,” Jory says. “Set my watch and warrant on it.”

“Well done,” Jack tells Jory. “Ry? Little help?”

The two of them lift one of the crates into the truck Jack will be driving, placing it in the sand which Jory has spread across the bed of the truck as an extra shock absorber. Jack clicks on the ChillZone unit, feels the cool air blowing across the top of the crate, and checks the thermometer. He can’t read the squiggles, but sees the arrow is already going down. All good… or as good as it can be.

He closes the canvas curtains at the back and ties them together. They push the handcart to the truck in which George and Mary will be riding (and Richard, he reminds himself, can’t forget Richard). They repeat the process: lift the crate, place it in the cushioning sand, set and check the AC, ditto thermometer, tie up the back.

“Remember to spray em,” Jory says. “There’s extra water in the gunwagons, and fuel—”

“It’s going to be fine,” Jack says. “Don’t worry. Just remember to honk every time you stop. Bip-bip, like that. Shave-and-a-haircut for noons and end of day. And one other thing. If you come to something blocking the road, honk one long and two shorts. Got it?”

“Do’ya.”

“Good.” There are probably other honk-codes he should give Jory, but he doesn’t want to confuse him. As Pay would have said, Jory’s not the sharpest knife in the drawer. Jack would give a lot to be just another grunt, not the ka-tet’s dinh. Because it’s not just their lives that are at risk.

“What if you don’t hear me honk, sai?”

Jack grins. “We’d be worried. But sound carries. We’ll hear. If it’s an emergency, hit the alarm button on the left side of the steering stick. Do you know where it is?”

“Yar. It’s red.”

“It’s going to be fine-o, Jory. We’ll give you half an hour, then wet down the crates and roll wheels.”

“Understood.”

There may be Slow Mutants or bad Wolfs, Hestin told him, but the tall bald man also advised him not to add more worries to an already worrisome situation.

“Tell me again what you’re supposed to do in case of emergency?”

“Push the alarm button.”

“Right. Or you can also just say ‘Trigger alarm, Binny.’ Understood?”

“Yar.”

“Then get going. And may you do well.”

“And you, sai. And you.”

Jory gives Jack’s arms a quick double squeeze, then gets into his Binny. Jack thinks to tell Jory that he can give the Binny a name if he wants, but the little man is already driving up the track. Groundmist swirls around the Binny’s wheels. It rounds the first curve and is gone.

Larry says, “In the old days they’d call guys like Jory a forlorn hope.”

“What’s that?” Mary asks.

Larry: “He’s a decoy.”

“Cannon fodder,” Ry says, and not without satisfaction.

“That’s not true,” George says, then looks at Jack. “Is it?”

Jack only says, “Jory knows he’s got a lot to make up for.”
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They wait half an hour. The time passes slowly. The day grows warmer and the groundmist thins. From the town, they can hear faint calls of “Hoy! Hoy!” Which is the Dezi way of saying good morning.

At precisely seven-thirty, according to Jack’s watch, they hear a faint bip-bip from Jory’s Binny. George opens the back flaps of his truck and sprays the top of the crate. Jack does the same, also checking the thermometer. The arrow points to what he assumes is about sixty-eight or seventy degrees. He hopes that’s good enough. It will have to be. He worries about the ChillZone’s ability to keep up if the day warms to eighty or more. He doesn’t know how warm those boxes have to be to initiate a catastrophe. There’s so much he doesn’t know. He looks around for Hestin, but the tall bald man (or whatever he is) has vanished without so much as a may you do well.

Jack secures the flaps at the back of his truck, thinks about giving his tet a few words of encouragement, then decides any rah-rah stuff would be stupid. He just says, “Let’s go.”

“One minute, do’ya,” Mary says. She goes into the high bushes at the side of Bayver Road, then reappears. She returns to the trucks buttoning her pants. “Ma always told me to pee before a trip.” Then, looking at Ry: “Got anything to say about that, sai?”

“Nada.”

“Saddle up!” Larry yells, and then, shaking fisted hands over his head: “Ooo-rah!” He does a twirl so violent he falls over.

Ry mutters, “God give me strength” under his breath.

They settle in. When Jack starts his truck, the big diesel engine shakes the frame. He closes his eyes and waits to be obliterated. When he opens them, the world is still there, so he rolls after Ry’s gunwagon. The ammo belts in the open back of Ryall’s truck throw off brilliant sunstars. I’ll be looking at those all day, Jack thinks, and prepares for a headache.

The twin paved tracks are smooth, at least to start with. A gap opens between the Spinner’s gunwagon and Mary and George’s following truck, maybe ten or a dozen car lengths. Jack reckons any more would be useless.

He can see Alice in his side mirror, bringing up the rear. He loses sight of her around the first curve, and Ry has already disappeared around the next one. For a moment he’s on his own.

They’re on their way.
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For the first twenty wheels or so, they pass only isolated groves of trees, mostly pines and birches but with a few clusters of kappa-kappas with their spreading branches and vanilla-smelling leaves. Most of the early going is through what the folken of Mejis Barony call droplands—rolling fields of lush grass where a few wild ponies stare with amazement at the rolling line of trucks and then speed away, tails flagging.

At eight AM—once more on the dot, according to his watch—Jack hears a faint bip-bip from Jory. Jack stops, goes to the back of his truck, and sprays the top of the crate again. The previous wetness has disappeared, which means nothing. He resists an urge to lift the top on its leather hinges and see if the box inside is also drinking the moisture, but it would be pointless. The dice have been rolled.

He’s parked on a downslope. Alice comes over the hill. Her Binny has deployed its gull-wing solar panels. Jack pats the air, motioning for her to stop. He trots to her. She leans out of the Binny’s open side. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing, but close up a little.”

“All right. I keep waiting for… something.”

“You’re also looking for trouble from behind, remember,” Jack says.

“That I know. Jack?”

“What?”

“It talks. This thing I’m driving talks.”

Jack smiles. “Ask it to tell you a joke.”

“Do you say so?”

“I do.”

He jogs back to his truck and gets rolling again. Twenty wheels gone, six hundred to go, or more, he tells himself. Slow and steady wins the race.
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The road descends in a series of graceful swoops that brings the convoy into a dropland valley. At the bottom, runoff from a nearby creek has washed across the road, aided by clogged drainpipes. The water isn’t deep, but it’s pulled out some of the paving. Without a crate of explosives to worry about, Larry sends his truck splashing heedlessly through the wet patch. Jack watches Mary and George’s truck follow, wagging slowly from side to side as it negotiates the rough patch, and he keeps waiting for a white flash that will mean the end of all their lives.

You can’t live this way, clenching up at every bump and wallow, he thinks, but what choice is there? If Jory is a forlorn hope, so are they all.

Ry follows too close to George and Mary for Jack’s liking, almost riding the truck’s bumper. He tells himself again that it probably doesn’t matter. It’s not like The Wages of Fear or Sorcerer, where an explosion would only take one truck; according to Hestin, it would take all of them, plus the surrounding countryside.

Did he actually say that?

Yes. Actually he did. But Jack has discovered what Hestin doesn’t say is as important—more, maybe—as what he does.

Once George’s truck clears the long puddle and broken pavement, it speeds up a little, undercarriage dripping muddy water. Ry follows, wheels splashing, the barrel of the .50-cal bouncing and nodding, sunstars on the ammo belt flick-flick-flicking across Jack’s field of vision. He creeps his way across the broken pavement, the truck shifting from side to side. It makes Jack think of an elderly lady negotiating an icy patch of sidewalk. He sees Alice waiting for him to clear the wet stretch and hopes it won’t be the last thing he sees.

He comes out of the shallow water onto smoother pavement. He wipes his mouth. His palm comes away bloody. He’s bitten his lower lip. He thinks it again: Can’t live this way.

Behind him, Alice—with no need to baby her Binny—is splashing up sheets of muddy water and actually smiling. He won’t say he envies her nonchalance, but…

He does.
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They make two more stops to spray down the crates. The trees are closing in on both sides now, which provides a tunnel of shade. That’s good for keeping the crates cool, not so good for the trucks’ solar power option. They’re all loaded with diesel fuel, but Jack doesn’t think they’re apt to find a Pilot Flying J truckstop out here. They have jerrycans, but those eighty or so gallons of extra won’t go far. He supposes they might come across a Positronics drop where they can fill up, but they haven’t seen any yet.

Early days, Jack tells himself. Don’t buy trouble.

At eleven o’clock, Jack stops to wet down his cargo again. The shady canvas-covered back of the truck is keeping lovely and cool. He’s getting back in when from up ahead he hears one long honk followed by two shorts. This is followed by a rapid series of short and long honks that mean nothing to him. Behind him, Alice lifts her hands in a do’ya? gesture. Jack shakes his head and gives the gesture back. Around the next curve, Larry’s gunwagon pulls up behind Jory’s Binny Ding. Mary and George are behind them. Then Ry, followed by Jack and Alice.

All lined up like ducks in a shooting gallery, he thinks. Not good.

He walks to Jory’s Binny. The problem is impossible to miss. Not redheads; buffalo. Two bulls are standing guard over two cows. The cows are lying on the weed-covered center hump of the road, nursing four calves. One of the calves is an albino with a single filmy eye above his pink snout.

The bulls look at the interlopers, not charging, but lowering their shaggy heads to display their horns. The message is clear.

“Well, this is nice,” George says. “What are we supposed to do?”

“I blew the horn at em, but it didn’t work.”

“Shoot em,” Ry says.

“I’d be okay with shooting the big ones, but the mothers nursing babies?” Larry’s arms are crossed and he’s clutching his shoulders so hard the knuckles are white. “That’d be… I dunno… momicide!”

“Jesus wept,” Ry says, momentarily closing his eyes.

“Also bad luck,” Mary says. “The worst.” She looks at Jack. They’re all looking at him, which is becoming tiresome, and they’ve only been on the road for four hours. He’ll have to get used to it, he supposes, but he doesn’t like it.

“We’ll take an early lunch break.” He doesn’t want to. What he wants—all he wants—is to get shut of this terrible job as soon as possible. The woods are thick and full of shadows. Anything could be in there. Bad Wolfs, Slow Muties, God (or Gan) knows what else. “Maybe they’ll move along.”

“I could fire a few shots in the air,” Larry says. “That might—”

They have all forgotten Richard. He jumps down from the cab of George and Mary’s truck.

“Richard, don’t!” Mary shouts.

He pays no attention, but he doesn’t go at the buffalo as he did the plunjas. Instead he high-steps delicately along the center hump of the road, grass brushing at his fur, until he’s within twenty feet of the little herd. He sits down and begins voicing a high two-syllable articulation Jack has never heard before. It’s not words, but it could almost be mistaken for them. Row-rum is what it sounds like, over and over.

The cows lumber to their feet. The one-eyed albino hangs from his mother’s teat until one of the bulls shoves him off and sends him sprawling. All eight of them cross the road to the woods, the cows nudging their young toward the trees. The albino totters along on his spindly legs, but before he can get to the edge of the road, one of the bulls turns back and impales him with a horn. The cow that was nursing him bellows her distress, but the bull takes no notice. The youngster bicycles wildly for a moment or two, then its legs fall limp and splayed. The bull gives his shaggy head a brisk shake and sends the corpse flying.

“I guess animals have their own way of treating freaks,” Ry says.

Mary pays him no heed. She bends and sweeps Richard up in her arms. “You told them to move, and they moved, didn’t they? You’re a good boy.”

“He’s amazing,” Alice says, and gives Richard a cautious stroke.

Richard grins at them both and snuggles against Mary’s breast.
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An hour later they stop for lunch: popkins and Coca-Cola for which Youngblood no longer has any use. Jack keeps a close eye on the woods, but sees nothing. Well… there are sliding shadows, but he’s sure that’s just the breeze moving the limbs of the kappa-kappas. Or so he tells himself. Richard sits up, holding his popkin in his front paws, nibbling it back and forth as if eating an ear of corn. It’s gone in no time. The bumbler trots to the side of the road and takes care of his business in the weeds. Mary never takes her eyes off him. Pay may have been her sometime lover, but Richard is her love. And the little bugger knows it, Jack thinks.

When they finish lunch, George picks up the Coke bottles and a few crusts (which Richard is happy to dispose of). He puts the bottles in a totesack.

“There’s no fine for littering in these parts,” Ry says, “and no refunds for empties.”

George ignores him. Mary has opened the flaps of their truck and is spraying the top of the crate. She starts to close the back flaps, pauses, cocks her head. Then she finishes tying the flaps together. Jack is about to ask her why she stopped—did she see something wrong with the crate?—when Alice speaks up.

“I understand why sai Fields is going ahead, so he can alert us if something is wrong, but shouldn’t the rest of us close up? It seems to me if this cargo is so dangerous, being spread out won’t save us.”

Jack says, reluctantly: “There may be other problems. We need to protect what we’re carrying to the Gullet. If both of the Doom Boxes can’t get through, at least one must. Belt and suspenders, do’ya not see it.”

“What problems?”

Before he can answer her, Ryall points. “Maybe them?”

They all look. On the far side of the road, standing in the shade of the nearest trees, are two Slow Mutants, a man and a woman. To Jack they look like a version of Grant Wood’s American Gothic painting, only the man isn’t carrying a pitchfork and one of the woman’s cheeks hangs down in a bug-ridden flap, exposing a side-grin of yellowed teeth. Mr. Mutie is wearing faded blue diggy-dig overalls; the woman is naked except for one dirty sneaker. Judging by the star on the side, Jack thinks it’s a Converse.

There’s a clack-clack sound. Jack looks and sees Larry Magruder has mounted the back of his gunwagon and has cleared the SAW for firing.

“Don’t do that, Spin!” Jack tells him.

“But… isn’t that why we’re gunned up?”

“Just don’t.”

Other muties drift out of the woods and line both sides of the road. Their silent, drifting approach is eerie. One holds a dead rabbit by the ear. Jack’s group draws their sidearms. Ry asks Jack if he wants him to “get up there,” which Jack takes to mean manning the .50-cal.

By now there are at least fifty of the muties on both sides of the road.

“I think they’ll charge at the first gunshot,” Jack says.

“How sure are you?” Mary asks. “Some, or very?” It’s as close as she’s come to speaking about his intuitions.

“What about you?” He points to her hands. “What do the eyes say?”

She shakes her head. “Nothing.”

“Maybe that’s good. If we can get out of here without shooting, that’s what we’re going to do. And fuck spreading out, at least for now. Keep it tight.”

Mary picks Richard up, afraid of what the billy-bumbler might do… or set off. His ears are cocked and his teeth are bared, but he’s not making any sound, certainly not that almost-word that got the buffalo to move. Jack points one by one at Larry, George, and Mary, then gestures for them to get in the trucks.

Moving slowly, in what’s almost a parody of casualness, they all get back into their vehicles. Jory slides behind the steering stick of the lead Binny. It says, “Welcome back, Jory Fields,” and the heads of the Slow Muties all turn toward the sound. Otherwise, they remain still.

Gentlemen, start your engines, Jack thinks, and starts his. He waits for the Slow Mutants to charge. They don’t. Almost bumper to bumper now, they roll on along the Bayver Road.

Four of the muties step into the road behind Jory’s Binny. Jack sees the taillights of Larry Magruder’s gunwagon flick briefly red, then go out. The Spinner is driving at walking speed. Two of the muties are shunted aside. One steps back. The fourth goes under the gunwagon’s front wheels. Jack sees hands fly out, opening and closing. He hears the crunch of breaking bones even over the rough rumble of his truck’s diesel engine. There are gouts of blood. Jack has an idea that blood might glow in the dark. Maybe ridiculous, but maybe not.

The muties on both sides of the road twitch, and Jack again thinks they will rush the convoy, the open-sided Binnys being the most vulnerable to attack, but they maintain their positions and very soon, when the little convoy moves into more open country, they are behind.
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Jory puts on speed and squirts ahead of the others without needing to be told. Ahead is another dark belt of forest where more muties can be presumed to wait. They may attack. They may only watch.

From ahead, Jack hears the bip-bip of Jory’s horn, marking the half hour. They stop. George sprays his crate. Jack sprays his, then motions for Mary and Larry to come to him.

“Mary, how do you feel about driving for the rest of the day while George mans the .50-cal and the SAW in the back of Larry’s gunwagon?”

“I can do that,” Mary says. “I thought of asking you when we started out, but…” She shrugs.

“But I’m the dinh,” Jack says. “Right?”

“Well… yeah.”

“Next time ask.”

“Okay.”

Ry joins them. “Who’s going to drive my truck while I man the shooting irons, big boy? Didn’t think of that, either, did you?”

Contrary to the old proverb, honesty isn’t always the best policy. This time, however, Jack decides it is. “No. I didn’t.”

“Didn’t tell us about the horror-movie assholes, either. Did Robo Man tell you?”

Jack feels an urge, amazingly strong, to reach out and muss up Ry’s hair. Just that. They are out here in what is essentially unknown territory, and that gray-flecked hair is perfectly combed even now, swooped back from his temples and forehead. It’s like Ryall thinks he’s Supporting Goombah Three in a Martin Scorsese picture, the one who gets a single line like Whaddaya want me to do widdim, boss? He doesn’t want to punch Ry’s face—although that would undoubtedly come next—but just to muss up that absurd pompadour.

Instead: “Yes. He said we might see Slow Mutants.”

Hestin told him Best they don’t know all they may have to deal with, and Jack accepted that. Accepted? No. Bought it like a child buys the idea that the Tooth Fairy is going to take the tooth under his pillow for her enamel wall in Fairyland and leave a quarter. The kid buys it because Mommy and Daddy both say it’s true. But Jack is no child and hasn’t believed in the Tooth Fairy since he was four, when his father’s business partner, Morgan Sloat, disabused him with casual cruelty: Grow up, kid, the Tooth Fairy is your mother.

Doubts about Ayden Hestin have begun to creep in, and he thinks again: Untrustworthy character. Why the hell did you believe everything he told you? What happened to the ace detective, Jack? The crack coppiceman with the ninety percent solve rate? That guy took nothing for granted and thought everyone was lying about something. Even the innocent. Did Hestin hypnotize you, or what?

No. Jack realizes he hypnotized himself. It all fit so perfectly. Because of the echo. Because of Sorcerer and Le Salaire de la Peur. Maybe it isn’t just Hestin who’s untrustworthy. Maybe he needs to stop believing in the echo and start believing in himself.

“I’m sorry,” he says. “I’ll tell you everything he told me when we stop for the night.”

“Little late, wouldn’t you say?”

“Better late than never,” Jack says. It’s a limp reply, and he knows it.

George says, “We couldn’t bring someone else along. Not even Hestin, if that’s what you’re thinking. We’re maxed out, Ry. Once a ka-tet is made, it’s finished. Rolls like a wheel.”

Big Joe Turner, Jack thinks. Again.

“Superstition,” Ry says.

“I saw you cross yourself when we saw those muties,” George says. “Is that superstition?”

“Habit,” Ry says. “Just habit.”

Alice Stines puts a hand on Ry’s arm and says, “It’s not superstition.”

“All right,” Ry says. “Fine. Too late to change anything now, anyway. On we go. If there’s more of em ahead and they charge us, I’ll try to get up in the back of my truck and man the SAW before they can tear me limb from limb. Remember the fucking Alamo, and all that shit.”

The thought that comes to Jack’s mind arises straight from the id: I hope they do, and I hope they muss up your hair in the process, you pain in the ass.

Jack turns to Mary. “You stopped back there, after you sprayed the top of the crate. Why was that?”

“I heard a sound.”

“A hum? Low?”

“Yar. Yes.”

“Coming from the box?” Meaning not the crate, but the Doom Box inside the crate.

“I… I’m not sure. But, Jack… when we spray those crates… and the mist goes down through the holes…” She trails off, not looking at him.

“Go on,” Alice says. “Say what’s on your mind, I beg.”

“I thought at first we were doing it to keep the boxes from getting hot. Which makes at least some sense, doesn’t it?”

“Sure,” Larry says. “Keeping them cool to stop a chain reaction. Like in a nuclear reactor.”

“Yes. Or like an atom bomb,” Jack says. And why? Because it fit the echo. It fit not one movie but two. Maybe even three, because wasn’t there a made-for-TV version of Wages, as well?

Ry pokes his head through the flaps of Jack’s truck. He comes back and says, “I hear it. Low and steady. It’s coming from the crate, but that’s not all. It’s coming from everywhere back there. It kinda got in my head. Bzzz-bzzz-bzzz.”

Jack is looking at Mary. “Finish, do’ya.”

“It’s like… I don’t know… this is probably stupid, but I had a hamster when I was a little girl, okay? Mr. Mike. And—”

“Could we maybe skip the childhood memoir?” Ry says. “We’re wasting daylight.”

“Shut up,” Jack says, and the look on Ry’s face, like he’s been unexpectedly slapped, is such a pleasure. It’s a verbal form of hair-mussing. “This is important. Go on, Mary.”

With a brief glance at Ryall, she does.

“We had a third-floor apartment, my mom and me. No dad in the picture, but sometimes he sent support checks. When he felt like it. Mr. Mike was in a cage in my room. It was always so hot up there in the summertime, no AC, nothing but a fan, and sometimes I’d spray Mr. Mike in his cage. It wasn’t a big sprayer like ours, just a little plastic thing, like to water plants, but…” She shrugs.

“But same idea,” Larry says. “Right?”

“Well… yes,” Mary says. “And Mr. Mike liked it. He’d lie on his back so I could spray his belly. Those boxes… they’re really alive. I mean, what else? You all know it, right?”

Nobody says anything.
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Day two.

They roll on closer together, having decided—without anyone, even Ry, coming right out and saying so—that if one goes, they all go. Only Jory ranges ahead in his Binny, which he has started calling Chipper. Every half hour they hear the bip-bip of his horn up ahead, and stop to check the air conditioners and to spray the tops of the crates.

Although it could be his imagination, sparked by what Mary said about her hamster, Jack thinks the hum is a little louder now, and while it may be centered on the crate, it seems to fill the entire back of his truck with that somnolent insect sound. It’s as if whatever’s in the Doom Box is doing ventriloquism. That feels like another echo, this one from the Pernil saloon, where Pay made Hector the well-endowed dummy tell jokes to keep them from grabbing Mary and taking her out back.

They enter another belt of trees. Here the ground is swampy, with little pools of scumwater gleaming blearily in what sun can reach them. The kappa-kappas are crowded out by trashwood and underbrush, the good vanilla smell being replaced by the smell of rotting foliage, and—perhaps—rotting animals. Jack’s eyes tell him the road is no narrower than before; it just seems that way because of the crowding greenery on both sides. He can see George sitting behind the SAW in the back of Larry’s gunwagon, occasionally brushing insects from his hair and off his shoulders. Just ahead of Jack, Ry is driving with one elbow cocked out the window. There’s no one manning his guns, and Jack berates himself for that lapse. Never mind the idea that adding someone would weaken their ka-tet, or break it. He’s not sure he believes that. He’s not sure what he believes anymore.

At least there are no Slow Mutants.

By Jack’s calculations, they’ve covered about a hundred and sixty wheels in two days. The light has started to fail; time to think about making camp before dark catches them. He wishes they could emerge from this tangle of trashwood and into more open country, but as Mary said, if wishes were horses, so on and so forth.

From up ahead comes one long blast of Chipper’s horn, followed by two short. When they catch up to Jory, a big tree is blocking the road—another echo. Jack’s first thought is that it’s a trap, but the splintered base and shattered branches suggest that the tree died naturally. God and Gan know they’ve seen enough fallen trees in the woods.

They have emerged from a tangle of swampy woods on one side of the road. To their right is a large pond where a flock of birds are floating serenely. Richard leaps through the open window and trots to the edge of the water. He crouches in the long grass, watching the birds. Mary calls for him to come back. The bumbler pays no heed. George jumps down from the back of the gunwagon. Alice parks and turns off her Binny (which she’s named Debra, after a sister who died young). She joins Jack and George. Mary has followed Richard, still calling—fruitlessly—for him to come back.

“Let’s stop here for the night,” Jack says. “With the pond on one side, we only have the woods on the other to watch and worry about.”

Ry: “What about that tree across the road?”

Jack has an answer for that. “Larry, please do the honors.” He points at the .50-cal in the back of his gunwagon.

Larry lights up. “You bet.” He does a quick spin, then climbs into the gunner’s seat and swings one of the two heavy guns around on its tripod. “This is like an MK19,” he says in a lecturely tone, and slams the top cover down, securing the ammo belt. “Not quite the same, more like—”

“An echo?” Jack says.

“Do’ya.”

“Like we care,” Ry says.

“Cover your ears,” Larry says. “It’s gonna be loud.”

They do as he tells them. Larry bends and sights the weapon.

“This is gonna be good,” he says, and fires a long burst. Streaks of light converge on the tree. It’s rotten and blows apart, splinters flying. The birds on the pond scoot along the water and take flight in a V formation. The noise of the machine gun doesn’t fash Richard. He tracks the birds with his snout as they rise into the darkening sky. The smell of burned powder drifts to Jack’s tet on a light breeze.

“Awesome!” Larry says in a hushed voice. He’s wearing a big and rather goony smile. “Did you see those tracers?”

“Very pretty,” Alice says.

“The pieces of that tree should burn pretty well,” Jack says. “Let’s get enough for a fire. We’ll keep it burning all night.”

He expects a protest from Ry—a wisecrack at least—but Ryall is busy assembling pots, pans, and food from the back of Jack’s truck. He pulls out cuts of beef wrapped in kappa-kappa leaves. On America-side, the meat would have been wrapped in paper, but in Dezi—and most of Mid-World—paper is in short supply. The reason is a mystery, because there are plenty of trees. Mystery, Jack sometimes thinks, would be a better name for this place than the Territories or Mid-World.

While Ry rustles up their supper (watched closely by Richard), the rest of them gather armloads of wood from the rotted tree. George retrieves a faded red jug hat from the cab of his truck. Pinned to it is a silver badge. Combined with his shor’boots and the hornrimmed glasses sitting slightly askew on his nose, he looks like a tenderfoot on a dude ranch. It should be amusing, but Jack isn’t amused. He himself brought that badge back from Pedro’s Novelties ’N Notions in Hemingford Home, and it’s no joke. It means Jack has some explaining to do, and he intends to do it, even if it makes him look like a gullible idiot.

The man who’s not a man knows the answer to your question, Maeve Quiller wrote. She was right, but Jack neglected to ask some crucial questions.

He’s going back for another armload of wood—they have accumulated quite a stack on the grass verge between the road and the pond—when Ry grabs him by the arm. Jack’s thoughts have been far away, and he’s almost startled enough to swing a fist. “Jesus-God, what now?”

Ry raises a placating hand. “No trouble, Jack. You’re the dinh and I accept that, at least for now, but I have to show you something.”

“Okay.” Thinking, At least for now.

Ry leads him toward the back of the truck Jack has been driving. The day has darkened now. The stars aren’t out yet, but an evening breeze rustles through the tangle of trees on the lefthand side of the road. Frogs are croaking in the shallows of the pond and fish are jumping, hoping to catch a few more sunset bugs.

“I opened the crate to look at the box. Just curiosity, okay? But you need to check it out.”

The hum is louder, and again, it seems to be coming from everywhere, although it’s strongest by the crate, and it seems to localize even more when Ry flips back the crate’s lid on its leather hinges.

Jack looks for a long time. In the dimming light it’s hard at first to tell what’s changed. Then he realizes the corners of the box that came from deep in the Arrowhead installation are different. The formerly sharp edges have softened. He squeezes his eyes shut and looks again to be sure. Not his imagination. He wishes it were.

“Touch,” Ry says. “It won’t bite. At least, I don’t think it will, but who the fuck knows?”

Jack does. He has to know.

“Do you feel it?”

“Yes.” He’s thinking again of Mr. Mike, Mary’s hamster. “It’s pulsing. Like a heartbeat.”

Ry gives a humorless chuckle. “Not like, I’m pretty sure it is. Maybe these things weren’t alive when we brought them out of that fucking hole in the ground, or maybe they were, like, hibernating, but they must dig the fresh air. And you know what?” Ryall is smiling, and again Jack feels that ridiculous (but strong) urge to muss up his hair, like a second-grader on a school playground.

“What?”

Ry says, “I think maybe we ought to speed it up as much as we can if we’re still going to that crack in the ground. Because whatever these things are, I think before long they’re going to wake all the way up. And then… who knows?”
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[image: Kinneston and Speckhoffer’s savage companions attack a helpless man among rocks, one restraining his head while another raises a severed limb overhead.]
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George Elgin came to Dezi at some point after Jack and Sophie (as previously noted, time in the Territories is elastic). Youngblood wanted an efficiency expert; what he got was George, who was good with numbers but inept with people. Because he had no wish to be expelled from the BK’s good graces and forced to find less pleasant accommodations in Below-Town, where he would have to shit in an outhouse and make a living doing odd (and sometimes oddly nasty) jobs, he tried his best to please his new boss. His new master, if you wanted to be perfectly frank.

There were problems. The Big Sky Ranch, out on the droplands, for instance. When he asked to see the accounts, he was laughed at by the droppies and shown the door by sai Banda, the foreman. Booted through it, if you wanted to be perfectly frank. George went to Youngblood and said that he believed the foreman out there was skimming (a term he had to explain). He went on to say he felt the foremen at the various mines in which Youngblood had an interest might be doing the same.

“Did you tell them you came from me?” Youngblood asked.

“Yes.” George was at that point too new in Mid-World to say yar when answering in the affirmative, although he would learn. “I’m not sure they believed me. Your man at Big Sky told me to come back when I grew up. Which made no sense to me. I’ve been a grown-up for thirty years.”

“Gan and Jason deliver me from fools!” Youngblood shouted.

George was not too new to ask if Youngblood meant him or the Big Sky foreman. He was sure the answer would have been both. “Sai, I’m sorry, but—”

“Get out of here! I need to think!”

Youngblood by that time had come to depend on Jack as well as Hestin to do some of his thinking for him. (Quite a lot, to be perfectly frank.) The Guv summoned him, and over a game of Points on the Great Lawn, said, “My man of numbers isn’t much good. The books you bring me call such men yellowbellies. Do’ee ken yellowbelly?”

“I do.”

“I may need to get rid of him.”

Jack had some liking for George, who was new and not entirely to blame for his shortcomings. Also, Jack didn’t much care for that phrase get rid of him. It had ominous connotations in many of the paperback crime novels Jack brought Youngblood, right up there with take him for a ride. Of course it might mean George would be kicked out of the Hall and sent to Below-Town, but it might mean something more permanent.

Jack had said, “Suppose he had something that shows he has your authority, and if certain people… certain foremen, do’ya… failed to cooperate with him, you’d be, shall we say, displeased enough to find a replacement for that kind of foreman?”

Youngblood looked horrified. “Not make him a sheriff or even a constable, or even a deputy!”

“No, that would never work.” Jack whacked his ball. He had a clear shot at the third stake, but it seemed politic to miss it.

Youngblood said, “Unlucky shot! Say sorry.” He didn’t sound sorry. “Because you know, Jack, never in life would anyone believe such a ka-mai was a lawman.” He whacked the third stake almost hard enough to knock it flat. “Look at that! You’ll never see a better shot! Never in life!”

“That’s true,” Jack said. “You’re a regular Dead-Eye Dick.”

“Is that good on America-side?”

“Yar, very good. I’m just saying that you might give George some sign of authority… I don’t know what you’d call it…” Jack knew very well what he’d call it.

“A sigul?”

“Yes! Exactly! The very word I was looking for!”

“Hum. That might work,” Youngblood said, lining up his next shot. “He is clever with numbers, I wouldn’t bother otherwise. If that doesn’t work, sai Elgin’s gone and I’ll have Ayden find me someone better.”

Jack had a discussion with George following his Points game with the mayor (which Jack contrived to lose by twenty stakes). George wasn’t slow on the uptake, and it was fairly easy to make him understand that his next chance was apt to be his last.

On his next trip to Pedro’s Novelties ’N Notions, Jack spent five dollars on a shiny silver badge that featured a shooting star and the words JUNIOR SPACE CADET. This came across to Mid-World mostly unchanged. The shooting star became a crescent moon, but that was a minor matter.

Doing this made him think of his mother, who always made him laugh when she did a Mexican bandido from The Treasure of the Sierra Madre. Like many actors, she was an excellent mimic. “Batches?” she’d say, hitching up her pants (or the waist of her skirt). “We don’t need no steenkin batches!”

What interested Jack most about the novelty badge wasn’t the effect it had on the men who were featherbedding and kickbacking, but the effect it had on George when he pinned it to a big red jug hat he wore when he had to leave town for the Drop. The next time foreman Banda told sai Elgin to leave the Big Sky Ranch dressed or with his britches flying from the bunkhouse weathervane, his choice, George said he’d be happy to leave, but would return with half a dozen hard men who would take the account books by force, which would then be followed by a complete forensic accounting. Banda didn’t know forensic accounting from the hole in his butt, but he understood George poking him in his fancy vest and saying they would then see whose pants were hoisted on the bunkhouse weathervane, perhaps with sai Banda’s ass still in them.

The badge—the sigul—allowed George to speak with hard-edged conviction. Banda complied, suggesting that any errors George found were probably the fault of a drop-rider who had claimed to be good with numbers and was now long gone and hard to find. George, not incapable of rising to diplomacy when the situation demanded, said it was good that bad droppie was gone, and further “errors” would be unlikely to recur.

George had similar success with a few of the mine foremen, especially when he brought Ryall Connors along to back his demands to look at account books and measure them against weights of ore. Sai Ry had a peculiarly convincing empty-eyed silence about him, not to mention the old pistol riding on his hip.

Now, on the second day of their journey, Jack sees the silver Space Cadet badge appear, pinned to George’s jugger, and knows that Youngblood’s former man of affairs is invoking the sternest authority he can manage.

Does the

(steenkin batch)

sigul on his jug hat mean George wants to take over as dinh? No. Never in life. Even if the others would stand for it, George wouldn’t want the position. What that badge does—for Jack, at least—is to question his competence without actually speaking about it out loud. And it should, Jack feels. Hestin never lied, just allowed Jack to make certain assumptions based on certain deductions. No one led him down the garden path; he made that trip himself… and here they are.
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Ry produces an excellent roadside meal from the supplies in the back of Jack’s truck—slices of medium-rare steak on a bed of greens, fried potatoes in a tangy sauce (whiskey being the secret ingredient), even a punka cake (stale but plenty sweet) from Youngblood’s pantry. They eat around a roaring fire which they feed with chunks of wood from the fallen tree. Ry is complimented lavishly on his culinary skills. He brushes the compliments off but looks pleased.

“Just don’t expect to eat like this every night,” he says.

When the food is finished and the tin plates gathered and rinsed, Jack points to George Elgin. “You’re wearing the sigul for a reason. Say what it is while we sit here an-tet. As we say on America-side, let’s clear the air.”

George speaks in the dry, confident voice Jack has heard when he goes over the Big Kahuna’s accounts, always keeping it simple because Youngblood’s attention span was short and his math skills ended with addition.

“I think one simple question may lead us to a clearer understanding of what we are taking to this Gullet, or Gash, or crack in the world.”

“Ask it, do’ya.”

“Will you give an honest answer?”

“As your dinh, I make that promise. If I break it, let another take my place.”

Everyone but Ry Connors looks uneasy at this prospect.

“My question is about the carpenters’ levels you brought from America-side. We put them on the boxes when we brought them out of that cold room where they had been kept for God knows how many years. We were careful not to tilt or bump the boxes at your insistence. But as you yourself pointed out, we have traveled up and down many hills, and you tell us there’s even steeper ones ahead. We’ve been careful, but some bumps have been unavoidable. So why did you think it was so important to keep the boxes level, and not jostled?”

So here it is. A simple question they’ve all discussed. It will determine if he is to continue leading the tet, or if someone else will take over. Jack thinks it would be Ry, should it come to that, which would almost certainly be disastrous.

“Because Hestin said it was important, and I believed him,” Jack says.

They look at him, not accusing, but waiting for what follows. Somewhere in the darkness of the large pond (or small lake), a fish jumps.

“He led me to believe that those boxes were delicate as well as dangerous. I made faulty deductions—faulty assumptions—based on certain echoes between this world and ours. Now see this.”

He opens his shirt to reveal the scar on the left side of his chest, just below the nipple.

“I was shot at a press conference by a woman named Wanda Kinderling. I arrested her husband for serial murder, but that’s not why she shot me.”

“She did it because she was crazy,” Mary said. “Isn’t that right?”

“Yes. The bullet nicked my heart. Should have killed me. It’s why I can only go back to America-side for short periods. If I stay long, I get sick. But that’s not the point. The redhead who started this whole business was Roy Kinneston. Kinderling and Kinneston, do’ee ken?”

“All right, I see the similarity,” Ry says, “but what does that have to do with Hestin and the boxes?”

“He’s talking about the echoes between America-side and Mid-World,” Mary says. “Do you not see it? He’s talking about how Hestin was able to lead him astray.”

“Kinneston was an echo of Kinderling,” Jack says. “He was also an echo of a long-gone killer named Charles Starkweather. Kinneston’s girlfriend was an echo of Starkweather’s girlfriend. They replicated Starkweather’s crimes. His murders.

“Echoes.

“When I reached the sunken plain where the Gullet is growing, the Binny Ding I was driving played a five-note melody from a movie called Close Encounters of the Third Kind. I saw that movie with my mother and my friend Richard not long after I saw Sorcerer, also with my mother.”

“You had a friend named Richard?” Mary asks, stroking the bumbler.

“Yes. I named your little friend after him. Sorcerer is an echo of the movie Larry saw.”

“The Wages of Fear,” Larry supplies.

“Shut your hole,” Ry says.

“As a child, I loved a book called Destry Rides Again. I’ve met not one but two lawmen here named Destry. More echoes.”

“Aaron and Moses,” Mary says. “Twinners. Real ones.”

“Because of the echoes, I believed the boxes we’re carrying had to be explosives. I never questioned it.”

“A false deduction, which Hestin let you believe,” George says.

“Yes.”

“That’s how cops and prosecutors bang up innocent men,” Ryall says. “Make bad assumptions, then bend the facts to fit.”

Larry says, “Shut your hole.”

They all laugh, which relieves the tension.

Jack says, “Tell them about what you showed me, Ry. And what you think.”

“It isn’t explosives,” Ry says. “The boxes themselves are the danger, and they ain’t boxes. They’re alive, and waking up.”

“Gan save us,” Alice murmurs. Her eyes are wide with dismay. “Why would Hestin let you believe that, Jack? Was it because he didn’t know himself?”

“I think he did know. I think he might have been afraid some of us would back out if we knew, and even one leaving would be enough to break the ka-tet. Something else. He wanted to slow us down.”

“Giving those boxes—whatever they are—time to wake up?” Mary asks.

“I think so. They were sleeping in that Arrowhead hold long and long. Now they’re coming around.”

Alice asks, “Could they turn on us?”

“Let’s just say it might behoove us to get them to that crack in the earth as soon as possible, and dump them in.”

Larry: “Good riddance to bad rubbish.”

“We’re Hestin’s pawns, aren’t we?” George says. He sounds disgusted.

Jack makes no reply. It’s true, and Youngblood was another.

“Why not dump them right here?” George’s Space Cadet badge glints in the firelight as he points. “In yonder pond.”

“Because the redheads are feeding the Gullet the same way a stoker feeds a steam engine. Waking it up. When it wakes up all the way, it’s going to rip this world wide open. Then the world we came from. Then maybe all worlds.”

Larry: “He told you that? Hestin?”

“Yes.”

Alice: “And he can’t lie?”

“It’s what I believe, not what I know.”

Ry says, “But he’s fooled you before. You were wrong about those boxes.”

“Hestin let me fool myself. Believed too much in the echo between those movies and what we’re doing. I cry pardon, so I do. He said the boxes needed to be kept cool and wetted down. But movement is also part of the waking process. Probably crucial. Thinking about Sorcerer, I asked him what he thought about letting some air out of the tires if the road got extra rough. He said, ‘If you think so, let it be so.’ ”

“Which wasn’t a lie,” George says.

“No. I should have known. Should have smelled it on him.”

“Take it easy on yourself,” Mary says.

“Or not,” Ry says. “Jesus.”

Jack thinks of asking Ry if he could have done any better, but that would just lead to more bickering.

“He said our trip would be difficult, but not just because of the terrain. He said there would be more redheads. He also spoke of bad Wolfs.”

Alice scoffs at that. “I don’t believe it. The Wolfs are only vicious when their herds are threatened. That is the pact they made with Gan when the Beams were new.”

“Say, we’ve got fairy tales like that!” Ry says. “One of them is about Noah and the biiiig flood.”

Alice replies without anger. “Say and believe what you like. On my Young Sojourn, I met many Wolfs north of the haunted canyon called Eyebolt. Never was there a one who wouldn’t lay down his life for the herd.”

Jack almost tells them that his Wolf friend did lay down his life for the herd, the herd being one Jack Sawyer. But he wants to be done with this palaver, no matter what decision comes of it. “I brought you on this journey for the best of purposes, but I admit I’ve made mistakes. Even now I’m not sure Hestin serves…” What? The good guys? That seems lame, and he doesn’t quite know how to finish.

Jory has been quiet the whole time. Now he speaks up. “Not sure he serves the Beams?”

“Yes, put it that way. I think he does, but…”

“But you’ve been wrong before,” George finishes.

“Say true.”

Silence. They all look into the fire. Beyond it is only dark. At last, Jack speaks.

“I’ve told you everything I know and owned up to my errors.”

“Your mistakes,” Ry says.

“All right, my mistakes. The question is whether or not you’ll have me continue as your dinh.” There is one thing he still hasn’t told them. You must be the one to lead, Hestin said that night on the balcony. It’s in you that the power is concentrated. Even then you may not succeed, but without you as dinh, the ka-tet is doomed to failure and the Gash will swallow everything.

But he can’t do it without their support. Hestin may not have realized that, because he’s a machine. A smart one, and in touch with a great web of information, but still a machine.

“I’d have you lead,” Alice says.

“Lead.” Larry’s arms are crossed over his chest, hands clutching his shoulders.

“Do’ya,” Mary says.

“If I get a vote, I vote yar,” Jory says.

“George?”

Youngblood’s erstwhile man of business sighs. “I say yes, of course. I just wanted to know what you were hiding. Or were too embarrassed to say.” He takes off his jug hat. “Would you like my sigul?”

Jack is touched. “You keep it, sai. You earned it. Ry?”

Looking at the fire, Ry says, “You don’t like me much, do you, Jack? You see me as a two-bit hood. Youngblood’s strongarm when he needed one.”

“I’ve come to respect you, and I like your cooking. Will that do ya?”

“I guess it’ll have to. You’re the dinh.”

“Good. Now let’s get some sleep. I’ll take the first watch and feed the fire. Larry, you’re next. George, you’re the lookout until sunup.”

Night comes and the air cools. Jack refills the spray bottles, then hunkers by the woodpile, occasionally feeding another piece of the fallen tree to the flames.

There’s another echo which Jack hasn’t mentioned, and that is their similarity to a certain legendary ka-tet led by the last gunslinger. Jack does not, will not, think of himself as the second coming of that mythic figure, yet there can be no doubt that all his senses are keener and his reflexes quicker. Have the others seen that? Do they know? He thinks they do. Flickerflies glimmer their little lights over the small lake. He watches them.

In the distance a wolf howls.
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Third day.

Jack wakes up early to the rough rumble of a diesel engine. It’s Jory, heading off to do his duty as the tet’s scout (and forlorn hope). It’s still too early for Chipper to deploy its solar panels.

Jack gives him a wave and a hoy. If he had known he would never see Jory alive again, he might have done a little better than that brief greeting.

Ry goes to the edge of the pond in his smallies, looking up at the translucent blue sky. “Another fucking day in paradise,” he says, and lets loose a long stream of piss. He squats to wash his hands and face, then dresses and goes about the business of making breakfast, Alice acting as his sous-chef.

George and Mary check their cargo. Jack does the same. The hum is louder, seeming to fill the entire back of the truck. He opens the crate and touches the top of the box. He feels that slow and somehow languid pulse. The box—or whatever it really is—feels lukewarm in spite of the cool morning and the ChillZone unit that’s been blowing over it all night.

He feels the oddest sense of déjà vu, as if he’s touched this thing before. He thinks

(Silver Lady)

and staggers back. What Silver Lady? And why does he associate it with Speedy Parker, the old black man who sent him on his childhood quest?

All carousel horses is named… catch ole Silver Lady right under the tail…

Yes. That was it. The carousel at Arcadia Funworld. But wasn’t there another Silver Lady?

It seems to Jack there was.
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They roll wheels, once more falling into the previous day’s line: Larry first, Alice bringing up the rear in the Binny she now calls Debra. The seacoast town of Dezi seems much farther behind them than the three hundred wheels they have traveled. Almost in another universe.

The trees retreat. The road winds into rough and crammed-together foothills. The Ridges lie beyond—not mountains but steep slopes and dips partially visible in a pearl-colored morning mist. Those hills remind Jack of the Devil Coaster in Arcadia Funworld, back when he was twelve. The upsy-downsy terrain is covered with tough yellow plants that look like gorse or Scotch broom. Are they the same? Jack doesn’t know. He’s never been to the British Isles, but the countryside looks to him like the landscape in movies he’s seen—The Hound of the Baskervilles, for one—that are set on the English moors.

Tiny creeks, shining silver in the early light, zigzag their way over rocks and drop in mini-waterfalls. Up ahead they can hear (but not yet see) the low, monotonous roar of the River None. The sun hoists itself in a cloudless sky. It’s going to be a hot one. With little shade, Jack can only hope the AC units will keep up. He’s pretty sure that if the boxes die of heatstroke, they won’t be much good when they get to the Gullet.

Every half hour they hear the bip-bip of Jory’s horn, telling them he’s still all right and it’s time to water their cargo. Jack has developed a grudging respect for Jory, because the little man is trying his best to achieve some degree of what he calls akba. Also because Alice found forgiveness for him. And when Jack hears the long klaxon blast of Chipper’s alarm, his heart sinks.

Of course the idea that they were going to simply cruise from Dezi to the Gullet without any problems was always foolish, Jack knew it, it’s why he put Jory out front. He hopes Jory has found the atonement he’s been looking for.

They pick up the pace, rounding a series of long curves. The strips of paving aren’t so smooth now, but Jack is less concerned that a hard bump will set off the explosives, because there are no explosives. What he’s worried about now—he supposes he’s not alone—is that a hard enough bump may wake the boxes from their semi-doze. He wishes he had at least an idea of what they are, what they can do, but on that subject his intuition is mum.

The sound of the river grows louder. The road grows steeper. On their right, the ground falls away in a series of rocky drops and narrow outcroppings. Jack rounds a steep hillside at a good speed and almost rear-ends Ry’s gunwagon. Ry has left it idling while he walks up to where George, Mary, and Larry are standing. Alice pulls up behind Jack.

“What’s happening?” she asks. “What’s happened to Jory?”

“Maybe nothing.” He knows better. “Let’s go see.”

They join the others at the top of the steepest rise yet. Below them, the road descends to a rusty steel suspension bridge across the River None. The None is broad and placid in Mejis Barony. Here in the bads, it’s young, brawling, and sullen, roaring its way between two steep hills. At their end of the bridge, Jory’s Binny Ding is lying on its side. A plunja is roosting on it.

Larry is shading his eyes. “What the fuck happened?”

No one says that Jory is dead; no one needs to. The pool of blood next to the overturned Binny is enough. Chipper is also blocking the bridge.

“What do you think?” Ry asks Jack.

“I think you and Larry better come with me,” Jack says. “Alice, Mary, guns out. George, up there.” He points to the SAW and .50-cal in the back of the lead gunwagon.

George climbs up, sits behind the .50, and swings it around to cover them. Jack, Ry, and Larry walk down to the Binny Ding. Richard comes with them partway. Just the sight of him causes the plunja to lumber into the air and fly away over the river. Presumably satisfied, Richard trots back to Mary.

The Binny’s steel dashboard is splashed with gore. There’s a bloody handprint on the big red alarm button. The only sign of Jory is one shor’boot.

Jack says, “Chipper, are you functional?”

The Binny says, “There has been an accident.”

“What happened?”

“There has been an accident.” Chipper is a computer, so Jack must be projecting the subtext he thinks he hears: Are you stupid?

“Hoy! Hoy, you dinnocks!”

This call comes from the other side of the river, and is followed by laughter. There is no exact translation of dinnock into English, but everyone in Jack’s tet knows what it means: stupid brain-dead assholes.

Standing on the far side of the river are three redheads, two male and one female. They are all grinning. The tallest of the trio calls, “We have your friend. Well, parts of him, do’ya.”

The shorter boy holds up an arm, still wearing the sleeve of Jory’s blue homespun shirt. The girl holds up a leg.

The tall boy holds up Jory’s head by the hair, then lowers it and rubs Jory’s face on the crotch of his diggy-dig jumper. “Oh Gan, so good, so good!” he moans, and they all roar with laughter.



5

Alice and Mary join the three at the overturned Binny. George stays where he is, minding the weapons on the back of Larry’s truck.

“Ooo, look! A pair of crimpahs!” the girl calls, and the two boys whoop with laughter. The tall one wags Jory’s head back and forth in approval.

“What are we going to do?” Ry asks.

“The first thing is the Binny,” Jack says. “It’s blocking the bridge. Help me push it over.”

“What about the missile launcher?” Larry asks. “I could unbolt it and one of those Dragonfires would blow those shitheads right out of their shoes.”

“They’d love for us to try that,” Jack says. “I think that’s why they left it. Hoping we’d blow their end of the bridge and leave us stuck over here.”

The three redheads turn in unison, bend, lower their pants, waggle their butts. Whether America-side or Territories-side, mooning means the same thing, Jack reckons.

“Those idiots over there are bait,” Mary says. “Aren’t they?”

Larry says do’ya.

Ry asks, “Are they after us just because we’re here, or do they know what we’re doing? Where we’re going?”

“Don’t know. Help me get this thing out of the way.”

The five of them line up along the overturned Binny and push it toward the drop-off. On the other side, the three redheads hoot and holler and call insults in which dinnocks and crimpahs and ka-mais play prominent roles. Their repertoire is not particularly inventive. The Binny is heavy and makes for hard shoving, even with everyone but George, who’s manning the .50, doing the work.

“Push harder, ye dinnocks,” the tall boy shouts. “Ye’re weak and stupid!”

The other claps his hand over his crotch and yells, “Bite my load!”

“Beavis and Butt-Head,” Jack gasps.

“Who?” Mary asks.

“Never mind, way past your when.”

At last they get the Binny to the edge. As it teeters, it makes its dying declaration: “I am Chipper. There has been an accident.”

Larry wipes his brow and looks across the river to the trio guarding the far end of the bridge. He gives them the finger, which seems to have universal meaning. “The boys just have those sonic bolt pistols and bahs, not sure either one could reach us over the river, but the girl has something with a banana clip. Could be an M2.”

“She won’t shoot,” Jack says. “Too easy for us to take cover. They’d rather pick us off when we try to cross the bridge.”

“Those mokes look too stupid for strategy,” Ry says.

“They’re getting their orders from a hive mind.”

“Do’ya say so?” Mary asks.

“I certainly do. Help me now. One… two… three!”

Chipper goes over the side, hits the rocky side of the gorge, and tumbles into the river with a great splash.

Mary holds out her hands so the tattooed eyes on her palms can look at the redheads on the far side of the bridge. “You’ll die!” she screams. “You and all your filthy kind!”

They stop capering and laughing. The distance is too great for them to see the tattoos, but something in her voice silences them for a moment. Then they resume catcalling. The girl yells, “Come and try it, thou comebucket, thou maggoty crimpah!”

Jack thinks forlorn hope. He thinks akba. On the far side of the river, the three redheads guarding the bridge whoop and jump, waving their arms. The shorter boy actually does a handstand, bicycling his feet at the sky. Jack thinks of excited high schoolers at a football rally, and almost feels sorry for them. Then he thinks of Jory and pity departs. He draws the Glock Maeve Quiller gave him. He advances to the tet’s end of the bridge.

The short boy follows his handstand with a backflip and bounces to his feet. They are lined up, confident they’re beyond the range of his handgun. “Oh dear,” the tall boy says, “he’s got a g—”

As he looks at them on the other end of the bridge, Jack feels a coldness greater than the ChillZone units could provide even on their highest setting. He fires three times in rapid succession, aiming not with his eye or brain but something deeper and truer. The tall boy flies backward. The shorter boy crumples. The girl slaps a hand to her forehead, as if suddenly gripped by an amazing idea. She staggers onto the bridge, then falls to her knees. Her hand drops. Blood streams down the side of her face, much brighter than the birdberry dye in her hair. For a moment her eyes meet Jack’s, and he sees both sanity and a question in them: Why am I here? Then she falls forward.

“Jesus Christ and Jason the Redeemer,” Larry almost whispers, looking at Jack with saucer eyes. “At this distance I couldn’t have gotten even one! How did you get all three?”

Alice says, “He may not be from the line of Eld, but he knows what he is. He knows it very well.”

Jack doesn’t reply or deny, just seats the Glock back in its shoulder holster.
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He stops Alice as she’s getting back into Debra. “Not the Binny, may it please ya. It’s too small and open. I’m not risking you getting taken by redheads.”

“Or Slow Muties over-yon,” Mary adds.

Alice doesn’t argue, just asks, “Then where?”

“Larry, can you unbolt that missile launcher from Alice’s Binny?”

“Sure. Easy as knitting kitten britches.”

“Knitting what?” George asks.

“My grandfather always used to say that when he was—”

“Never mind your grandfather,” Jack says. “Just do it. George, wet down your box. I’ll do mine.”

Jack opens the flaps of his truck and checks the temperature. Thinking, I just killed three people. Kids. It’s true, and he’s sure they weren’t themselves (although the girl might have been, at the end), but what choice did he have?

None, but you didn’t have to like it. And you did.

He’s not sure of that. Once he drew the gun—no, before, when he knew he was going to draw it—there was that coldness. That otherness. And a sense of déjà vu, like when he thought about the carousel horse at Arcadia Funworld. And what does it matter? They have a job to do, maybe the most important job in the world. All the worlds. Have to do it. End of story.

It’s a hot day, the trucks are parked nose-to-tail in direct sunlight, and the temperature in the back of his truck is creeping up, even though it’s shaded by the canvas sides and top. The AC is running full out. He checks the battery percentage on the ChillZone’s little LED control panel and sees it’s in the seventies. Not concerning. At least not yet.

He doesn’t want to open the top of the crate any more than he’d want to remove a bandage to see if a wound was improving or getting infected, but he makes himself do it. George is probably doing the same. The hum is louder than ever, filling the back of the truck, seeming to come from everywhere. Are there words in that hum? Something about Silver Lady? No. Just imagination.

The edges of the box have continued to soften. It no longer looks quite like a box at all. The surface has dulled, and when he touches it with a finger, he feels a springy give. It’s like touching something alive, perhaps a woman’s breast, and he pulls back in a hurry and shuts the crate. He wishes it had a lock, but doesn’t think that would do much good.

Sleep, he tells it, closing the flaps over the back of the truck and tying them tight. Sleep, may it do’ya.

Larry unbolts the launcher and carries it to Jack. He’s grinning. “Check it out! This sucka was made to fire from a swivel mount in the back of a Binny, but also…” He swings it up. “Ta-da! Shoulder-mounted!”

“Maybe don’t point it at the trucks?” Jack says.

“Or a person,” George adds. “Like me, for instance.”

“It ain’t loaded, but there’s plenty of Dragonfires in sai Stines’s Binny.”

“Give it to Alice,” Jack says. “See if she can handle it.”

“Man, I don’t know if she should—” Ry begins.

Alice ignores him and takes the launcher. She has bandannas knotted around her biceps droppie style, and they bulge as she swings the Dragonfire launcher up to her shoulder. “I can handle it if there’s not too much recoil.”

“I’ve only fired one from the back of my Binny,” Jack says. “So I can’t say for sure, but I think you’ll be all right.”

“Man, I don’t know,” Ry repeats, looking at her.

“I’m not a man,” Alice says with some asperity, “but I’m strong. I’ll have my plate, and the spares. I’ll also have half a dozen of those missile things. That’s plenty in case some are duds. Where do you want me, Jack?”

Like Ryall, Jack would like her best if she were tucked into the cab of a truck, but that would be false safety. She can’t drive a standard shift anyway, let alone an old, balky transport vehicle with five gears and a two-speed transfer case. He makes a mental note to have Ryall teach Alice to clutch and shift. Assuming, of course, that they get through today.

“Get up top in the first gunwagon,” Jack tells her. “Larry drives, you’re on the .50-cal, the SAW, and now, thanks to the Spinner, a missile launcher. Does she need a tutorial, Larry?”

Larry frowns. “A what?”

“A lesson.”

“Oh! Gotcha. No, she don’t need a toot, just point and shoot.”

Jack thinks of Pay saying I’m a poet and don’t know it, although my feet are long fellows.

“I see what you did there,” he says to Larry.

“Huh?” Then the Spinner gets it. “Pay used to say that! All the time!”

“Yes. It was his trademark.” Jack turns to Alice. “You’ve got the guns, you’ve got your plates, you should be good to go.”

“Thank you!” Her eyes are alight. It’s a warrior look. Jack is happy to see it.

“So I’m still on my own?” Ry asks.

“Nope. George, you’ll be minding the firepower on top of Ryall’s gunwagon.”

“Okay.”

“Mary, are you still okay to drive?”

“Yes.”

“Clutch not too stiff for you?”

“I’ll have a sore left leg tonight, but I can handle it.”

“You’ll have to, if you’re by yourself.”

She says, “Not me. I’ve got a co-pilot.” She bends down to stroke Richard, who is sitting between her feet and looking up at her with his usual toothy grin.

“Okay. Maybe don’t look down when we cross the bridge.”

“Believe me, I won’t.”

Ry says, “I’ve got George, Larry’s got Alice, Mary’s got the bumbler, so I guess you’re the odd man out, Jack.”

“That’s all right,” he says, thinking I’ve been the odd man out ever since Sophie died.

He thinks of the boxes that are no longer boxes.

He thinks of the Funworld carousel.

He doesn’t know why the two things go together, but they do.

They do.
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Five members of Jack’s ka-tet watch as Larry Magruder, aka the Spinner, drives slowly onto the bridge. Jack has told Alice to stay with them, claiming her weight, added to the weight of the gunwagon, might be just enough to snap the rusty cables holding the bridge.

“That’s bullshit,” she says. It’s a different word in the speech—sutchunda—but means the same. She’s holding the case containing her plates at her side and watching Larry make his slow way across the bridge.

“Maybe so,” Jack says. “But if he goes, there’s no need for you to go with him.” He guesses Alice already knows this.

As it happens, the gunwagon gets to the far side without any trouble. The bridge creaks and groans, but there’s no sag and no cables popping under the strain. All of them find somewhere else to look when Larry drives over the body of the redhead girl.

Larry has to engage the four-wheel to get up the steeper incline from the metal bridge and back onto Bayver Road. He gets out and climbs first to the hood and then to the gunned-up rear of the truck. He uses both arms in a come on gesture so extravagant he almost tumbles off the roof.

“Move the girl’s body!” Jack shouts, and when Larry shakes his head, indicating he can’t hear over the roar of the river, Jack cups hands around his mouth and shouts louder. “Move her, Larry!”

Larry does so. The girl who called Mary and Alice crimpahs is in pieces, plus various disassembled organs that are already drawing flies.

Mary goes next, driving slowly with Richard on Alice’s lap, looking out the passenger window. Her truck is a little wider than Larry’s and barely clears the sides of the bridge, but it does clear. Jack lets out a breath he didn’t know he was holding when she lurches back onto solid ground, the rear wheels of the truck carrying DB #1 spinning on the slick metal, the front ones catching traction on the broken pavement of the road as Mary switches into four-wheel for the last two yards.

Jack says, “She’s a Jersey girl. Who taught her about the transfer case?”

George and Ry both shrug, and Jack knows he didn’t. Just another mystery.

“Get up there and assume the position,” Ry tells George.

“I love it when you talk dirty,” George says.

“Fuck off, dipshit,” Ry says, but he’s got a little sideways grin on his face.

When George is seated behind the SAW, he calls down, “Watch where you’re going, Ry! Precious cargo up here, and I don’t mean the guns!”

Ryall doesn’t bother responding, just drives onto the bridge. Jack waits for him to get across and then follows, very aware of the suspension bridge’s slight sway and the steady white-noise roar of the river two hundred feet below. He doesn’t suffer from Mary’s acrophobia, but he’s relieved to be on the other side. And glad everyone is all right, at least for now.

Everyone but Jory. They tip his body into the river, setting him on his way.
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There’s a parking area close to the bridge, a badly eroded concrete square with weeds sprouting through dozens of zigzag cracks. It offers such an unlimited view of the river, with an upstream waterfall as an added attraction, that Jack wonders if it might have once been a scenic overlook. Were there such things in the Territories? Probably not. More likely a turnout for working vehicles. As if to confirm this, there’s the rotting remains of an overturned longbed supply bucka halfway down a steep slope.

There’s room for all four of their trucks. Two mud-splattered Binnys are parked near the slope where the longbed came to grief. It doesn’t take a deductive genius to figure out the teen trio came in them; the seats and steering sticks are smeared with birdberry dye. There are canteens and leather half-packs. No one investigates the contents of these.

Jack and George check on the Doom Boxes while Larry inspects the corpses. “Every one a headshot,” he marvels. “How did you do that, Jack?”

Summoning his best Destry Rides Again drawl, Jack says, “Jest lucky, ah guess.”

Ry snorts.

Larry says, “I wanted that girl’s rifle, but she dropped the goshdarn thing in the drink.”

After having some food and the last of the Cokes—mostly taking a little time to decompress—Jack says, “Come on, boys and girls. Dark comes early.”

They made a hundred or so miles the second day; they’ll be lucky to make fifty on this one, and he is growing increasingly uneasy about the boxes which are no longer boxes. He knows he’s not the only one.

Alice takes a seat on the small bolted-on metal chair behind the .50-cal in the back of Larry’s gunwagon. Jack supposes she might be more comfortable with her plates, if there’s trouble.

Larry leads the way, with Alice womaning the guns. They travel in close order now, mostly because the road is rougher and narrower. It winds upward at first, and the country falls away on their right side, seemingly uninhabited. As they negotiate a hairpin turn, Jack sees the outside wheels of Ry’s gunwagon so close to the edge of the road that small pieces of paving crumble away and sift down what’s now more cliff than slope. Watching, waiting for the gunwagon first to tilt, then overbalance, then go crashing down, Jack has a memory, both clear and haunting, of sitting with his mother at that matinee showing of Sorcerer. Fox Westwood, the theater mostly deserted, the soundtrack booming, his bladder throbbing, a box of popcorn forgotten between his legs, all wide eyes and open mouth, heart beating a hundred and twenty. That Jacky, almost half a century younger, watching a sequence so similar to what he’s now experiencing that it isn’t déjà vu; it’s almost a replay.

The Frenchman was driving—Victor was his name—and he turned to the other one, Kazir or Kassam or something like that, and Victor said, “It’s five minutes before nine. In Paris.” Then their tire blew, the truck went down, and that will happen to Ry now.

Only it doesn’t. Ry negotiates the turn and Jack follows. The trucks ahead of him have eaten into the far edge of this tight curve, and even hugging the brushy upslope on his left, so close to the hill that the side mirror digs a dirt trench from it, Jack can feel the slushy give of his truck’s tires on the right as they flirt with the drop.

Beyond this point the road widens and switchbacks down, heading more south than west, and Jack can hear the monotonous approaching roar of the river again. They are barely crawling along, more on the brakes than the gas, and it’s already afternoon. He wonders if Ayden Hestin has sent them on a wild goosechase, along a road that winds and meanders and eventually turns back on itself until, booya, they find themselves looking at the diesel pumps behind the Arrowhead installation again. Why? What would be the point of such a thing? A joke? Some hidden purpose? Could this ancient robo-creation of the Old People have sent the credulous ex-cop and his tet on the equivalent of a summer camp snipe hunt? He read a book once whose title asked if androids dream of electric sheep. Do androids plot? Do they construct cruel practical jokes? Is Hestin back at Rosewood Hall, chuckling and saying See what I did there, Jack?

Jack wipes his sweaty face. Did the outcasts in Sorcerer and The Wages of Fear have sweaty faces? Of course they did. Sweaty faces and beard stubble. It’s an echo, it’s a replay, it’s déjà vu all over again, and he’s so tired of looking at the ass end of Ryall Connors’s truck.

Get hold of yourself, Jack.

Is that Speedy Parker’s voice, or his own? Or maybe it’s Beezer! French Landing brewmaster and leader of the late lamented Thunder Five motorcycle club. Does it even matter?

And by the way, what kind of dinh leads from behind? The answer is a dinh who knows it’s five minutes to nine in Paris. A smart dinh who wants to be the one survivor, the way the man in the hat was the one survivor in Sorcerer. What was his name?

“Jackie Scanlon,” he mutters. “His name was Jackie, just like me. He wore a battered old fedora hat, a relic of his gone life, like my Kingsland Ale tee is a relic of mine. Jack and Jackie. Same names, that’s why I identified with him even as a little kid. But he was crazy at the end of the movie, wasn’t he? Carrying a box of unstable dynamite in his arms, staggering toward the burning well, and crazy as a March hare. At least the carousel horse isn’t a Twinner. Silver Lady is like the cheese in that old song about the farmer in the dell. It stands alone.” This brings on a hiccupping laugh.

You’re getting road hypnosis.

He muscles the truck around another tight turn, but now the ground on his right isn’t such a suicidal drop. More of a slope. It would still be the end of him if he went off the road, though. He wonders how Mary is do—

Jack almost rams the back end of Ry’s truck and stops just in time. He turns off the engine, sets the emergency brake, and gets out to see what the problem is.

Hestin told him their journey would entail crossing the None at least twice. The river here is full of rapids, and the bridge over this stretch is close to the water. The rising mist has sent claws of rust up the main cables and vertical suspenders. The bridge’s floor is composed of metal slats, which are also rusty. It’s anchored on both sides of the river by thick posts. Below, the None roars its northeasterly course.

“Are we supposed to cross that?” Ry says. “It looks ready to collapse.”

Of course, Jack thinks. There was a similar bridge in Sorcerer, although it was wooden. He’s sure there was a similar ramshackle bridge in Wages. Not Twinners this time. Triplets.

“Do we have to?” Mary asks.

“We do,” Jack says. “Alice, get down. Larry, you’re first, and don’t linger.”

“What are we supposed to do with the Doom Boxes if he goes ker-splash?” Ry asks.

Larry does a spin and gives out a goony laugh. “It’s nice that you’re so concerned about me. Makes me all gooey inside.” He climbs back into his gunwagon. “Y’only live once. See you happy campers on the other side.”

“Or in coffah,” George says. It’s the closest thing the speech comes to the concept of hell.

“Either one will do me fine,” Larry says cheerfully. “This is a motherfucking adventure.” With that final declaration, he gets back behind the wheel, throws the gunwagon in gear, and eases onto the bridge.

This time the groans from the decaying metal are closer to wails. The bridge sinks under the gunwagon’s weight. As the truck’s big tires roll over the slats, Jack sees showers of rust sifting into the water. Larry gets across, though. Mary goes next with Alice in the co-pilot’s seat. Mary tells Richard—in a tone that brooks no argument—to stay with Jack. A strong suggestion that she has her doubts about whether or not they can make it. But she does, triple exhaust pipes blatting backfires as she lurches up next to Larry’s truck.

Richard is willing to stay behind, but when he sees Mary get out on the far side, he begins to scratch at Jack’s chest. He doesn’t bite, but his little claws are sharp enough to rip Jack’s treasured Kingsland Ale shirt, which he now sees as a good luck charm. He puts the bumbler down and Richard races across the bridge, ears laid back and low to the slats. Mary kneels with her arms out to catch him.

“That leaves you and me, big boy,” Ry says to Jack.

“Don’t forget me,” George says.

“I didn’t,” Ry says. “You stay on this side with Jack. This is the heaviest truck. With the extra weaponry, it must outweigh Larry’s by at least three hundred pounds. I have a bad fucking feeling about this. Ka-shume is what they call it over here. No need for us both to go in the drink if the bridge collapses.” He holds out his hand. “Never mind that weird fist-to-forehead shit. Will you shake with me, Jack?”

“Happy to.”

Ry looks at the two trucks on the other side of the river. “If I go down, Larry, Alice, and Mary will do their best to deliver one of those boxes. George, you and Jack find a way to deliver the other one, even if it means backtracking all the way to the Gilead Road. Doesn’t matter how bumpy it is. We know that now.”

Jack begins, “I thought, because of the movies—”

“I know what you thought. It’s okay.”

“When you get across—”

“If.”

“When. I want you to chivvy your truck around so the front end is facing the bridge. Larry and Mary will have to drive down the road a little to make room for you to make a three-point turn.”

“Why would I do that?”

“Trust me.”

“Whatever you say.” Ry mounts up, starts the engine, and says, “Wish me luck.”

“Luck,” Jack and George say together.

They watch Ry cross. The bridge sinks until it’s almost in the water, the main cables and hangers stretching and squalling. The metal slats have come unbolted and flap up and down as the wheels pass over them. Jack wonders briefly how rubber tires can remain unrotted after millennia in the various Positronics holds. Must be the air, he thinks. Magic air, why not?

Jack says, “Take a walk, George.”

George pushes his glasses (arguably his most treasured possession) up on his nose. “Why? What do you know?”

“Nothing. There’s no such thing as precognition. As an efficiency expert, you should know that.”

“Tell me, Jack!”

“Am I the dinh of this lovely bunch of coconuts or not?”

“Well… yeah.”

“Then do it, I beg.”

George walks across the bridge, stepping carefully over several bent slats. Now it’s just Jack.

On the other side, Ry backs and fills his truck until its nose is facing the far end of the bridge. Jack can see the large metal box riding the front bumper, and with his newly sharp eyes, can even read what’s stamped there in English: TKO-H WINCH. TKO-H standing, he assumes, for Takuro Heavy.

He gets in the cab of his truck and puts it in low gear. “Here we go, Sophie. Let’s do this thing.”

Jack drives onto the bridge. The creaking and groaning are very loud now. So is the roar of the river, and the TWANNNG of a side-hanger on the left letting go. It sounds like the world’s largest guitar string tuned past its breaking point.

“Keep going!” Mary screams. “Hurry up! Floor it, Jack! One of the anchor posts is pulling loose!”

The far end of the bridge, where Ry’s truck is parked, seems to be getting no closer. Jack knows this is an optical illusion, but it’s persuasive. Another side-hanger snaps. The bridge begins to tilt in to the right. Jack’s truck, carrying Doom Box #2, tilts with it.

This ain’t no movieshow, Jack thinks. I’m going over.

It’s an oddly clarifying thought, calming, even, and he sees the other end of the bridge is actually close, no more than sixty feet. Can it really be so near? Apparently it can. The bridge tilts back to even, more or less, and he thinks, I’m going to make it. So much for intuit—

The slats under the right front wheel snap. The truck drops down, saved from going nose first into the river only by the bumper. Which is bending under the engine’s weight. Jack has to shove the driver’s door open with his shoulder because it’s scraping on the bridge’s floor. He gets out and falls on his ass. Running water soaks the seat of his pants. The bridge is actually in the river. The slats are slick. He gets to his feet and splashes the rest of the way across. The river is now up to his ankles. Behind him, another side-hanger lets go.

“Thank God!” Mary says, grabbing his shoulders. She means to hug him, but he pushes her away and raises the cover on the front of Ry’s bumper. The winch is inside. He shoves up the clutch lever next to the drum, freeing the cable.

Should have told Ry to do this, he thinks, and remembers one of Pay’s one-liners: Stupidity ain’t a crime, which means you’re free to go.

Jack shouts in Ry’s face. “Shift into neutral! The winch is hydraulic, so you have to rev the engine!”

Ry scrambles into the cab of the gunwagon without a word. This time it’s Alice who grabs Jack, and her grip is tighter. “Let it go, Jack! It’s too late! Look!”

She’s pointing to the other side of the bridge, where one of the anchor posts is slowly being drawn from the ground like an infected tooth pulled from a gum. A fourth side-hanger twangs loose, whipping across the top of the marooned truck and slitting open the canvas top. The truck is listing more severely to the right, and will soon pass the point of no return.

“No!” he shouts at Alice. Never mind how the contents of that box might poison the river, then blight the land on both sides, spreading Gan knows how far. “We need both of them!”

She asks how he knows that. Even if there was time for conversation—there isn’t—the answer would be that he just does. This intuition has something to do with his mother, and Silver Lady, and the deserted amusement park to which he returned after his childhood journey.

Catch ole Silver Lady right under the tail, Speedy said. Why now? You be takin liberties with the Lady, but I guess she ain’t gonna mind.

Jack grabs the winch’s hook, shoulders the grease-gleaming cable, and trudges back onto the bridge. The water is almost up to his knees now, the current trying to sweep his feet out from under him, then off the bridge entirely. He almost goes down but finds his balance.

At the front of the truck he kneels, threads the winch cable under the bent bumper

(grab her right under the tail, Jacky)

and seats the hook on the frame. Down here, chest and forearms in cold, fast-running water, the sound of the bridge in its death throes is very loud. Another slat snaps, and his hand and wrist are suddenly pinned.

All this for nothing and I’m going with it, he thinks.

Then Alice is beside him. She has fisted her hands around the winch cable as she came. They’re loaded with grease, also bleeding from steel threads jutting up from the cable. She seizes his pinned wrist, greases it, and pulls. His hand comes free, bleeding in half a dozen places, mostly but not entirely intact. His pinky finger is hanging by a thread of flesh, and his ring finger is either broken or dislocated. It will probably hurt plenty, but that is for later, when the adrenaline rush subsides. Always assuming there is a later.

“REV IT!” he screams at Ryall. “REV THE LIVING SHIT OUT OF IT!”

He hugs Alice to him and starts up the twisted and steeply slanted bridge. He falls on the slippery slats again, taking Alice with him. Her head goes underwater. She comes out coughing and choking. The winch cable snaps taut and humming over their heads. He loses his footing and swallows water.

“Get up, Jack!” Alice shouts. Her hand is hooked into his armpit. “It’s going to go!”

He lurches to his feet. There is a hellish scream of metal on metal as the front of Jack’s truck rises from the hole in the bridge’s floor like a mastodon from a tarpit. Alice is fighting the current and losing. Jack steadies her with an arm around her waist. There’s time to realize how slight she is, even with the truck floundering forward, looming over them. In some other universe Mary is screaming at them to get out of the way, get out of the way, GET OUT OF THE WAY!

They stumble and splash to the end of the bridge ahead of the oncoming truck, Jack now holding the thrumming winch cable for balance. George grabs one of Jack’s arms, Larry grabs Alice. Ry is backing his truck up. The tires spit earth and stones. The winch cable vibrates. It sounds to Jack like high C. Jack’s truck lurches the last six or seven feet to solid ground. The undercarriage is pouring river water. Jack falls to his knees, panting and covered with mud and dirt, blood and rust.

Just as his truck’s rear tires leave the bridge, the final post on the other side pulls free, and the entire span drops into the None.

Larry says, “That happened in that Wages movie. Almost exactly the same.”

“You don’t say,” Jack pants.

Alice says, “Look across the river, Jack.”

He sees nothing, but feels a sharp tug on his right hand while his attention is elsewhere.

She shows him his now detached pinky. “This would have come off anyway. Do you want it? Maybe as a souvenir?”

“No.”

“That’s best, do’ya,” she says, and his finger follows the bridge into the river. “You’re lucky to have the rest of them.” She grasps his ring finger and gives it a brisk jerk. There’s a bright bolt of pain. When he looks down, the finger is swelling but straight again.

“Say thankya.”

She shrugs. “Done it before.”

“I meant for what you did out there.”

“I had to,” Alice says. “You were caught.”

Larry unhooks the winch cable. Ry winds it back into place with a final rev of his engine, then climbs down from the cab and snaps the cover over the winch. He inspects the damage to the front end of Jack’s truck, then turns his attention to Jack, who is wrapping a scrap of his tee-shirt around the stump of his pinky.

“Hertz isn’t going to be happy,” he says.

Jack starts to laugh. The others join, even Alice, who hasn’t the slightest idea what Hertz is.
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Fifth day. Cloudy, damp, cold.

The front end of Jack’s truck has taken a beating and the bumper is a total loss, but the front axles, drive-train, and tires are intact. Jack finds this close to miraculous. The steering pulls to the left, but the truck is driveable.

The terrain gradually levels out. They stop for the night at what looks like a long-deserted trolley stop. The tracks and wires (not to mention the trolleys themselves) have long since disappeared. It’s a lonely place. This landscape looks more like the Territories Jack remembers from his boyhood journeyings.

He takes out his notebook (SOPHIE on the cover just a ghost of its former self) and riffles through the blank pages. Did he stop writing because Sophie passed into the clearing or because he ran out of memories? The Talisman isn’t even clear in his mind, although he held it. And why does he keep thinking of that carousel horse, Silver Lady? It’s as if the Talisman’s multicolored brightness has somehow blinded his memory.

The trolley station—if that is what it was—is falling in on itself, which makes it a dandy wood supply. They build not a campfire but a bonfire, and sit around it eating the last slices of beef, with peach preserves for afters. They don’t talk much and don’t have to. The closeness of the ka-tet is part of them now. Jack doesn’t know if they are amazed to be alive, but he is. His absent pinky throbs with his heartbeat; his arms and shoulders ache from wrestling the truck, which badly needs a front-end alignment. Unfortunately, AAMCO is in another world.

When dinner is done, Jack sets a watch rotation, which will include watering the crates, and urges them all to get as much sleep as they can. “We’re starting early. The sooner we get this done, the sooner we can go home.”

“Do’ya,” Larry says, and rolls into his blankets as close to the fire as he can get without setting himself ablaze.

It’s going to be chilly and wet. Jack is happy about that, because it will aid the air conditioners. The ChillZone solar hookups aren’t particularly efficient. If we get out of this, I’ll be giving them a two-star review on Yelp, he thinks.

Mary has the first watch. She drapes a blanket around herself like a shawl and sits on what remains of the trolley stop’s steps. She’s nibbling one of the green ETs from Caiden’s, and breaking off pieces for her new friend, who is sitting beside her. Probably she retrieved it from the shattered remains of the candy shop before they left Dezi. Her old scavenging habits aren’t entirely gone, it seems, but she’s a lot less like a kicked puppydog these days. They have all changed, but he thinks Mary has changed the most.

Jack doesn’t believe he’ll sleep much. Before he can lie down, Alice hunkers next to him. In her shor’boots and jug hat, with bandannas knotted around her arms, she could be a droppie ranch girl rather than a well-to-do lady-sai from Dezi’s Upper-Town. “How bad does thy hand hurt?”

“It’s not good,” he admits. “Throbs.”

“Show me, do’ya.”

He holds out his bruised and swollen hand. Alice threw out the dirty scrap of tee-shirt he first used as a bandage and has applied a small clean dressing from a draw-bag she took from her gunna.

“I have a few of the andy-biotic pills left. You need them more than I do. I’m going to take this dressing off and apply a plasum. The pills will protect from infection—they helped me, so they did—but the plasum will speed healing. It will also help with the pain. The dressing has to be changed regularly so it doesn’t stick to the wound. This is going to hurt.”

“Hurts already,” he says, but he’s not prepared for the harsh burn when she pulls the muslin free from the scab that’s formed over the wound. The stump trickles blood. She sniffs the stump of his pinky.

“What’s the diagnosis?”

She frowns. “I don’t ken dug noses.”

“I mean what do you smell?”

“Nothing, and that’s good.”

She takes a small pottery jar from her draw-bag. Jack grimaces at the fishy smell of the green-gray stuff inside, but it cools the heat in the stump and mutes the pain. He thinks he might be able to sleep tonight after all, and be a little rested when it’s his turn to watch and feed the fire.

“It may infect no matter your pills and my roadside doctoring. If it does, I wot there’s powerful medicine in your world that could cure it.”

“Yes, but I’ll only go back to America-side as a last resort.”

“Problems over there as well as here?”

“I am what lawmen call ‘a person of interest.’ Kennit?”

“You mean you’re a suspect in some crime?”

“Just as you say.”

“But keep in mind you are our dinh and we still have days on this road.”

“Understood.”

“If you keep the stump clean and use the plasum, all may be well. You’ll be able to shoot. After all, Roland of Gilead lost two fingers.” She pauses. “Or maybe ’twas three. Stories and songs differ.”

Jack stares at her in the firelight, amazed. He asks if she’s joking.

“Never in life, Jack.” She puts on a fresh dressing. “Now lie down and take your rest. May it do you fine.”

Jack is asleep in a matter of minutes. In his dreams, Speedy tells him again that he can pick Silver Lady up under the tail, she won’t mind. Together, they put her back on the carousel with the other horses.

All carousel horses is named, don’t you know that?

I know she’s single-natured, Speedy.

No. She ain’t. She got her own Twinner. You’ll meet her. You’ll ride on her.



2

Pain wakes him just before his turn to watch. George is feeding a few more sticks to the fire, which has burned low. He hears Jack, and his hand drops to the butt of the sonic bolt pistol he wears twisted through a belt loop, drop-rider style.

“Don’t shoot, George, do’ya.” He keeps his voice low. The others are just blanket-wrapped humps around the fire. Mary has covered Richard with part of her blanket, but the bumbler’s bright eyes regard Jack. He is also on watch, it seems.

“I can take your turn, if you want,” George offers. “Not that tired.”

“I appreciate the offer, but go on and take your rest,” Jack says. He holds up his bandaged hand, to which he has just reapplied some of Alice’s plasum. “This will keep me awake.”

“How bad does it hurt?”

“I’ve had worse,” he says, thinking of Wanda Kinderling and the bullet that should have ended him.

“That doesn’t exactly speak to the question,” George says.

“It aches enough so I won’t fall asleep. Have you seen anything? Heard anything?”

“Nothing. Larry said the same when I relieved him. I had a sense of being watched, but I suspect it was just paranoia.” He speaks the last word in English, because there doesn’t seem to be an equivalent word in the speech. Possibly paranoia doesn’t exist in Mid-World. Then Jack thinks of how Youngblood worried about people plotting against him and guesses it does.

“Sleep fast, George. We’re off at dawn.”

“Okay.” But he lingers, frowning at the fire, the chunk of wood he meant to throw into it seemingly forgotten in one hand.

“What?” Jack asks.

“Nothing. Except… remember when Ry mentioned ka-shume?”

“Yes.”

He remembers it very well, and has felt it to a greater or lesser degree ever since he, Pay, and Mary set off on the trolley for what Youngblood called the Great Gorge. The clerk at the Good Rest Hotel called it something else. Jack thinks of it now as the Gullet, and supposes he always will, because a gullet is a live thing meant to swallow other things.

“Ka-shume is the presentiment that a ka-tet is going to break,” George says.

“You’re feeling that?”

“Yes.” He takes off his glasses and begins polishing them, doing it carefully because of the cracked lens. “I am.”

“Probably doesn’t mean much. Fears ain’t facts, as the farmers say in Nebraska.” He can only hope he sounds both sincere and a trifle amused. He doesn’t feel either thing. What he feels—has been feeling—is that very same ka-shume. “It’s natural to feel apprehension when you’re on dangerous business. And we are.” He holds up his bandaged hand to illustrate the point.

“True enough,” George says, and his face says the last word: But.

“Lie down,” Jack says. “You’re a good guy. A brave guy, do’ya.”

George shrugs. “Like the Spinner said, it’s a motherfucking adventure.” He grabs his blankets and goes to the other side of the fire, leaving his dinh to watch.

Jack doesn’t like to think of himself as the stand-in hero of a thousand Mid-World tales and songs, but he remembers his mother saying Denial isn’t a river in Egypt, Jacky-boy. His denial is more difficult to believe now that he has lost one finger of his shooting hand. And speaking of shooting, what did Larry say? Every one a headshot. How did you do that, Jack?

Sharper eyes and faster reflexes is how he did it. Now the pinched-off finger. In the stories and songs, Roland lost more than one, supposedly to hungry crustaceans. Old stories, old legends, each one a little different, but all the same in one way: that feeling of ka-shume came to Roland’s ka-tet, and they were whittled away one by one—even the bumbler that traveled with them (that one named Oy rather than Richard). Only Roland was left to seek the Dark Tower. Alone at the end, as he was at the beginning, and why not? Is not ka a wheel?

Not going to happen, Jack tells himself. This is not the same.

He feeds the fire, trying to convince himself of that. He watches for intruders. For Slow Muties or redheaded peckerwoods. The only intruder is a light breeze, and eventually day draws a white line across the east.
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On that new day, the tet’s sixth on their way to the Gullet, the road runs along the floor of a valley between high hills lush with greenery. They close in on both sides of the little convoy until the sky is reduced to a ribbon. There might be cool breezes atop those hills, but down below it’s hot as hell. The only air conditioning is in the backs of the trucks carrying the DBs. Larry, Mary, and Ry drive with their windows cranked down. Up top in the gunwagons, Alice and George get a little more air, but any wind created by the moving trucks is humid and not very refreshing. Every half hour, they stop and spray the tops of the crates. The hum is louder. Jack’s truck is pulling more to the right all the time, totally out of alignment from its close call on the second bridge.

Until noon their way is mostly flat, and while the road is eroded in places—the result of rainwater cascading down the flanking hills—there are long stretches of smooth paving running parallel to the overgrown center hump.

They cross the None again, but here, near its source, the river is narrow and the bridge is solid. On the other side, the road turns northwest. That’s the direction Jack thinks—hopes—will take them to the junction of Bayver Road and the Old Gilead Road, beyond Riven. They stop for a quick lunch and Ry complains about the heat. Jack, whose hand is hurting again, tells him to deal with it.

Ry sings, in a surprisingly tuneful voice: “Somebody’s crabby… who can it be… I wonder if it could be… our Jack-ee…”

Larry gives an annoying yodeling laugh, and Jack has to restrain himself from telling them both to shut their holes.

The lane of sky overhead is a hazy blue, but from somewhere off to the south comes a rumble of thunder. “If it pours down rain and there’s a flash flood, we’d all be drowned like rats in a barrel,” Ry grumbles.

Sometimes Ry makes Jack so tired—they all do. Larry with his stupid laugh, George with that prissy way of polishing his half-busted glasses, Alice with her upperclass, hoity-toity manner of speech, even Mary with her secret horde of candy. She even stole my bumbler, he thinks… then has to smile at his own childish petulance. His healing hand throbs in sync with the beat of his heart.

He goes to the back of his truck to spray the top of the crate. Mary is doing the same at the back of her truck with Richard at her heel. The hum is even louder, that sense of hidden voices clearer. It’s almost like chanting. The air conditioning is less effective, and not only because the day is so miserably hot. One of the bridge side-hangers slit the canvas top of Jack’s truck when it snapped, and the sun shines through the gap. My truck’s name is Sorcerer, he thinks, staring at the crate. In that movie, both trucks had names. What was the other one? There’s no way he can remember that, he was just a kid. Except he does.

“Lazaro,” he says. “That truck’s name was—”

A hand touches his shoulder. He startles and reaches for the docker’s clutch. His bandaged stump grazes the butt of the gun and pain—no, it’s agony—races up his arm.

“Sorry, sorry,” Mary says, taking a step back.

“My mother would have said I was away with the fairies. Do you see it? Or is it just me?”

She looks into the back of his truck at Palle Dawson’s crate. “Mine’s the same.”

The sides are swollen. Not a lot, at least not yet, the holes are probably helping, but enough to be noticeable. The crate hasn’t swelled enough to snap the catch holding it shut, but if it keeps on, it probably will.

“Spoiled milk does that,” Mary says. “It swells the carton. I don’t know why.”

Jack, who has seen the bloated bodies of drowning victims, knows it’s gas that causes it.

She lowers her voice to a whisper. “What if it got too hot for what’s inside, even with the air conditioners? What if they die? They won’t be able to close the Gullet if they’re dead, will they?”

“Whatever’s in those boxes isn’t dead.” He answers in the same low voice. “The heat’s actually making them stronger.” Growing, he thinks but doesn’t say.

“Does that hum sound like voices?”

“Maybe.”

“Voices saying things? Secret things?”

Before he can answer, Larry walks over. He’s got his shirt wrapped around his head like a turban. It might keep him cool, but as a fashion statement, it’s moderately bizarre. “Maybe ought to go while the going’s good, what do you think?”
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An hour later, they come to a tunnel boring into the hill on the right. Overhead, the blue sky has been blotted out by dark clouds. Ry was absolutely correct: if there’s a sustained downpour, they could well find themselves in a flash flood.

The tunnel will take them in the right direction, and they may find less dangerous terrain on the far side, but Jack doesn’t like it. Not even a little bit. It’s too much like the tunnel he traveled through in western New York State, the one that took him into the decaying town of Oatley, where he found himself in a state of involuntary servitude at Smokey Updike’s Oatley Tap.

Sometimes a cigar isn’t a phallic symbol and sometimes a tunnel isn’t an echo. When we get to the other side, we may be in better country. The Ridges can’t go on forever, can they?

Yet it looks eerily similar to his memories of that long-ago Oatley tunnel. The entrance is outlined in a semicircle of ancient brickwork and overgrown with ivy and mats of moss that look like alien pubic hair. Inside is nothing but darkness.

Jack gives a double beep to stop the others. Mary opens the canvas back of her truck to water her crate. Jack does the same.

George climbs down from the back of Ryall’s gunwagon and looks up uneasily as thunder booms. “That doesn’t sound good.” He squints. “There’s a sign on the side of the tunnel, but it’s overgrown with ivy and ferns.”

Remembering Oatley, Jack says, “I bet it says TURN ON LIGHTS.”

“Do’ya say so?”

“Guessing. I don’t want you riding up top when we’re in that tunnel. Get in with Ry until we’re out the other side.”

“Really? There’s plenty of clearance, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

“It’s not.” He’s remembering the dog-thing in the Oatley tunnel. Never quite seen, which made it ever so much worse. He tells Alice to get in with Larry. She doesn’t argue, just gives him a fist-to-forehead salute.

George’s looking in the back of the truck Jack now thinks of as Sorcerer. “That crate looks like it’s swelling.”

“You need to get your glasses prescription changed, George.”

George laughs. “As if.” Overhead, thunder booms again. “We gotta go, Jack. Tunnels have a tendency to flood in heavy rain.”

He’s right. Jack checks to make sure both George and Alice are tucked inside the cabs of the gunwagons, then waves Larry on.

They roll into the tunnel, Larry first, Mary second (in Lazaro), Ry third, Jack last (in Sorcerer). Before he goes into the darkness, Jack sees that the sign does indeed say TURN ON LIGHTS. And in English.

Another echo, but no surprise.

He can see a semicircle of brightness five hundred or so yards ahead, but it’s pitch dark in the tunnel. The diesel engines are very loud, blatting back at them from the mossy brick walls. Larry turns his lights on. The others follow suit, allowing Jack to see a torrent of black rain falling from the unseen roof of the tunnel. He hears it pattering on the top of his cab. Dark drops land on the windshield and scurry down the glass. Something lands on his shoulder—something that came in through the open driver’s side window. Other fat black raindrops have come in through the window on the other side and are scuttling across the seat. Something drills a hot needle into the side of his neck and he realizes it isn’t rain at all. The roof of the tunnel is matted with thousands of fat black spiders and the lights have awakened them.

Now the windshield of his truck is almost covered with their squirming, hustling bodies. He feels them on his shirt and pants. More needles stab his hands, the nape of his neck, both cheeks. Biting or stinging? What does it matter? He brushes them away as best he can and fumbles on the dashboard (hurting the stump of his finger again, which he barely notices), finding the knob that activates the windshield wipers. He twists it. The wipers flap back and forth at their highest speed, smearing spider guts and legs across the glass. Ahead of him, the other trucks are roaring forward toward daylight, weaving from side to side as Larry, Mary, and Ryall try simultaneously to drive and swat away the spiders. Larry and Ry at least have passengers to help them, and to roll up the windows, but Mary is on her own except for Richard. She weaves wildly, banging the tunnel’s brick side first on the right, then on the left. Jack feels a spider crawl over his chin and swats it away, but not before it drives a slim rod of pain into his lower lip.

Larry emerges into daylight, stops, opens his door, starts to get out. Mary is behind him in Lazaro. She blares her horn and smacks Larry’s bumper. Jack sees a hand—Alice’s—yank Larry back inside. He pulls ahead so that Mary’s truck can get out of the tunnel, then Ry’s. Jack comes last, and as daylight fills the cab, he sees the dashboard is alive, and not with the sound of music. The front of his shirt bulges and ripples.

The six humans leave their trucks. Richard leaps from the window and immediately starts rolling in the weeds at the side of the road, snapping at the spiders infesting his fur. Ry’s out the driver’s door, but his truck is still in gear. It jerks ahead, hits Lazaro’s rear bumper, and stalls. Ry is frantically brushing at his face and neck. At the same time he’s disco-dancing up and down, shaking them free of his pants and shirt. If it weren’t so terrible, it would be funny. One of Ry’s cheeks is swollen, and Jack can feel his lower lip starting to balloon, as if from a punch. A stream of spiders, black as tar, come out of the tunnel, then turn back, many of them dying. Whatever they are, the light poisons them.

Alice unties her arm bandannas and swats at her front and sides. Jack brushes away the few spiders still clinging to his pants, feels those squirming inside his shirt, and punches himself in the chest, squashing them. He pulls his shirt free of his pants and lets the corpses fall out.

“Jack!” Mary shouts. “They’re all over me! On my back! On my front!”

“Turn around.” She does, and lifts her shirt. He swipes them off her back, her butt, and her thighs while she brushes at her throat, breasts, and abdomen. More of them drop away, first stunned by the daylight and then dying. George and Ry take turns brushing each other down. George’s forehead is swollen, and Jack can see a number of tiny bloodpricks where the spiders have gotten him. The eye behind the cracked lens of his glasses has swelled. Larry pulls the shirt-turban off his head and half a dozen plump black spiders fall out, try to crawl away, and die. Larry is doing his own disco dance on the few that are still showing some life. He’s screaming “I hate spiders! Oh my God, I hate spiders so much!”

Ryall walks to where Jack is leaning against the canvas side of his truck. His face is swollen, but incredibly, he’s grinning. “This is some safari, big boy. You know it?”

“Do’ya,” Jack says.

Mary joins them. She’s gasping for breath. Her throat has swollen as if she has a goiter. Jack grabs her by the arms and shakes her. “Can you breathe, Mary?”

“Yes, just scared. Oh my God, there were thousands, they fell from the roof of that horrible tunnel. Were they black widows? Are we going to die?”

“I don’t think they were black widows,” George tells her. “Those have red hourglass markings on their bellies. These don’t. I guess they might be Mid-World black widows, though. What Jack calls Twinners.”

Alice comes over. Like George, one of her eyes is swollen, and there’s a doorknob of purple flesh growing on one temple. “They’re king spiders, roy bleinas. They like dark places and hate the light. It kills them, as you see. Their bite is poisonous, but usually not serious. Like wasp stings. Only we have each been bitten many times, I wot. They can cause a light fever.”

“I think I feel it already,” Mary says. “It might be my imagination, but—”

“It’s not,” George says. “I feel it, too.”

“Can you drive?” Jack asks them. “We ought to get well away from that tunnel before night comes.”

“And before the rain starts and floods us out,” Mary says.

Larry points ahead. “There’s another belt of forest about three miles up, and the ground is higher.”

“Let’s get that far and call it a day,” Jack says.

“Good,” George says. “I feel like shit.”
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The little convoy has just reached the trees when the storm breaks, accompanied by gale-force winds. At first the precipitation is hail, hammering the trucks and the unprotected guns on top of the two armored vehicles, turning the road white.

The trees are scant protection, even after the hail changes over to rain. Larry turns on his lights and slows to a crawl. Up ahead there’s a rending crack as something big gives way. Even with trees on both sides and the ground relatively flat, the road is inches deep in rainwater. Jack had hoped they might find some shelter, but there’s nothing, and continuing in such conditions is a recipe for disaster. He gives a double beep on his horn. They stop.

Jack goes up the line, telling them to turn off their engines and save fuel. He’s soaked almost immediately, but doesn’t care. The cold rain feels good on the spider bites. It also feels good because he’s warm with fever. He guesses he’s been bitten—or stung—at least two dozen times, and that’s optimistic. It may have been closer to fifty.

He goes back to his truck and finds the bodies of a hundred or more spiders on the dashboard, the floor, and the seat. A few are still twitching. He takes off his soaked shirt, gathers them up, and flings them out into the rainy afternoon. He sees the others doing the same. Mary opens the door of Lazaro. Richard jumps out and immediately begins rolling in the water streaming across the road, getting rid of any last spiders infesting his fur by drowning them. Jack isn’t willing to go that far, but when he brushes his hands through his hair, two more black corpses tumble out.

All because it was so fucking hot, he thinks. If it had been chilly, we would have had the windows rolled up. It crosses his mind that if is one fucked-up little word.
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By the time the rain slacks off, it’s evening. There’s no point in going on. Jack would have been largely incapable, anyway. Maybe if someone put a gun to his head. Otherwise, no. The entire left side of his face is swollen and the eye on that side is scrunched down to a piratical slit. He guesses the others must be dealing with their own aftereffects. George got it the worst; he looks like he’s gone ten rounds with Muhammad Ali.

They’re all suffering from fever. Jack doesn’t think his is particularly bad, but his sinuses are throbbing and he has a mild headache. His brains feel buzzy, his thoughts cohering only with difficulty. In a way, it’s almost pleasant, like staying home from school as a kid, wrapped up in a blanket on the living room couch, sipping cold juice and watching game shows on TV.

As if thinking of juice has summoned it, Ryall appears, hair matted to his skull with rainwater, face covered with lumps and bumps and bruises. He knocks on the window and holds up a cup. “Apple juice. Mid-World apples, I guess, but not bad. If your throat’s sore—mine is—it’ll help.”

Jack takes the cup and says, “I take back every mean thing I said about you, Ry. Did the others get some?”

“Accourse. Share and share alike. Just don’t expect any more. I was holding it back for a rainy day, and here one is.”

Jack drinks his juice. It’s cold. It’s exquisite. Ry asks him how he’s doing.

“Running a fever, but the swelling has started to go down. I keep thinking about those boxes, and my mother, and a carousel horse named Silver Lady. No idea why.”

“I used to ride the merry-go-round at Coney. Always on Smarty Charles. If some other kid got him, I’d buy him off. If I couldn’t buy him off, I’d knock him off.”

“What a great guy.”

“But if it was a girl, I’d ride beside her. Protect her from the assholes.”

“Assholes like you?”

“Yeah, like me, big boy.” Ry takes a step back and for a moment he wavers.

“You okay, Ry?”

“Yeah. Little light-headed is all. Fever’s making my thoughts fly around. Like you thinking about that merry-go-round horsie.”

Jack doesn’t think his fixation on Silver Lady is just fever, but doesn’t say so.

“Larry did the best he could covering the guns,” Ry says. “They should be okay. I think. What about the boxes?”

“Mary’s watering hers. I hardly have to bother because of the rip in the canvas. Everything’s wet back there. I want to show you something.”

They splash around to the back of Sorcerer. Jack opens the flaps to show Ry the swelling in Palle Dawson’s crate. It’s now very noticeable.

“Holy shit. You have to open that, Jacky-boy. If you don’t, the crate is going to bust wide open.”

“Maybe later.” He doesn’t want to open the crate and expose the Doom Box with Ry looking on. His intuition strongly suggests that he doesn’t want Ryall Connors to see whatever it has become. “What’s for supper?”

Ry laughs. “I bring him juice in the rain and he wants din-din. Maybe you’d like me to bring you sautéed hummingbird wings on a silver platter?”

“I was just—”

“I’m yankin your crank, Jack. I’ve got crackers with some kind of pasty shit that tastes like peanut butter. Plus one hardboiled egg each. Maybe later tonight or tomorrow we can have a fire. Then I’ve got pork and canned beans. After that, we’ll be livin off the fat of the land.” He looks around at the dripping trees. “Which ain’t all that fat, at least around here.”
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When the rain is at a drizzle, Jack asks Mary to step out of Lazaro for a bit of palaver. She’s by herself; Alice is with Ry, eating ersatz peanut butter on stale crackers. George is with Larry, presumably doing the same.

“It’s Palle’s crates, right?” Mary asks.

“Yes. I think we better open them before they split wide open.”

“Probably a good idea. The catches will let go if we don’t, but Jack? I hate to see what’s inside.”

“Can’t be any worse than the spiders.”

“It might be.”

“Buck up, little miss,” he drawls. “It ain’t s’bad.”

“Say what?”

“From a movie my mother made—Last Train to Hangtown. My dad used to say it all the time. Drove my mother crazy.”

“I can see why.”

They open the back of Lazaro. Supplies fill most of it, but a space around the crate containing Doom Box #1 has been cleared. The swollen sides of the crate are now visible, and the rawhide catch has stretched upward. The humming is loud… except it’s not humming at all, and never was.

Mary says, “It’s voices. A voice.”

He tries his best to make light of it. “Maybe Pay saying a priest and a rabbi walk into a bar—”

“Not Pay.”

“Okay, who?”

“Don’t laugh, it’s David Hartman. He was on Good Morning America the day I fucked up bigtime. I was drunk—”

“I know. Pay told me. Who the heck is David Hartman?”

“He interviewed me. April, 1976. What’s yours saying?”

“To hurry up because my mother is dying.”

“Did she?”

“Not then. I… I…”

“What? What, Jack?”

“That time I… I saved her. I think. It’s fuzzy in my mind.”

“Saved her from what?”

“Cancer. Pneumonia. Maybe both.”

“Maybe you can save someone from pneumonia, but not from cancer. Did she die of it?”

“Yes, but not then.” He tries a laugh that doesn’t really work. “I liked those boxes so much better when they just hummed.”

“I liked them better when they were back in that hole in the ground.”

“Say true.”

“If it’s supposed to be brainwashing me, driving me crazy about how bad I fucked up on national TV, it’s not doing a very good job. I made my peace with that a long time ago. Delah. There’s some lingering shame, but beyond that…” She shrugs. “It’s just… sort of annoying. The fever’s worse.”

Jack agrees. The droning voice (or voices) is like the growl of a dog that won’t actually bite. “It might get worse. Stronger.”

She raises a lecturely finger and says, “Let the evil of the day be sufficient thereof. Book of Matthew.” She smiles at his surprise. “I wasn’t always a streetfront psychic, Jack. Grew up with a Bible-quotin, Bible-totin mother. We all have history, you know.”

“Yes.” He thinks again of his own mother. Deserted hotel. Cold deserted hotel. Is that a real memory? It feels real. Was it cold before or after Silver Lady? He doesn’t know, and just thinking about it seems to make the fever worse.

He opens Mary’s crate. There’s a bwoosh of fetid air—a decaying corpse smell that makes them both step back, covering their faces. The box inside the crate is no longer a box. It’s a gray mass that makes Jack think of that movie he and Richard watched on a sleepover weekend, staying up for DraCoola on KCOP’s Terror Tales. It was a hilariously stupid film, even for a couple of ten-year-olds. They laughed their asses off.

He’s not laughing now.

“Oh God, that’s ugly,” Mary almost moans. “What is it?”

“The Blob.”

“Huh?”

“Nothing. Never mind.”

“It’s pulsing.”

“It’s alive!” Jack says in his best Boris Karloff voice… which isn’t very good. “Mawster, it’s alive!”

“Not funny, Jack.”

He goes to the back of Sorcerer, leaving Mary to stand looking with disgusted fascination at what used to be a box and is now something else. He opens his own crate, which results in the same unpleasant venting of gas. He looks at the gray thing, and goes back to Mary.

“Leave your crate open,” he tells her. “Palle built them so tight that thing’ll break it open if you don’t.”

In his head he hears Jacky, hurry, Sloat turned off the heat and I’m dying, the big P has met the big C and they’re crushing the life out of me. What little life is left.

His mother in a cold hotel. No, there were two cold hotels. She was in one. He—Jacky—was in the other. Twinners. Echoes. There was hers, the Alhambra Inn and Gardens on the tiny lick of New Hampshire’s seacoast… and the other one. Jack and Richard got most of the way on Morgan Sloat’s battery-powered train, but where? What hotel? All of that is hazy. Why can’t he remember? No wonder the rest of the pages in Sophie’s book are blank. He remembers what he came for, but not how he got it. And that matters. He doesn’t know why, but it does.

The voice from the box isn’t very persuasive. In fact it’s not persuasive at all. Doesn’t sound like his mother, more like listening to an irritating ad for insurance before a true-crime podcast resumes. He thinks, It’s trying to get my attention.

“What if it gets out?” Mary sounds remarkably calm.

“Do you think it will?”

“This doesn’t strike me as funny, Jack, so what are you smiling about?”

It’s that long-ago late-show movie on KCOP he’s smiling about. He and Richard watched it downstairs in the Sloats’ rumpus room, sitting up in their sleeping bags. Even the credits were hilarious: cheery voices singing about how the blob creeps, leaps, slides, glides… maybe hitches a ride.

“Old memories,” he says. “Chalk it up to the fever. I don’t think it can get out, at least not yet.”

“If that’s supposed to be encouraging, it’s not. One of your intuitions?”

“Yes. What about you? Any psychic flashes?”

“Just one.”

“Share?”

“David Hartman sucks. Asking me what the Dussault bitch gave him. ‘It’s right in my pocket, Mary, can’t you see it? Can’t you—’ ”

“Let it go.”

Mary gives him a wan smile. “I thought I had. Damn blob brought it back. I’m going to get under cover and try to dry off. I’m not feeling great.”

“Worse?”

“No, but the goddam spider bites throb like a motherfucker and I don’t want to get a chill. I’m already running a fever.”

“Then you better go catch it.”

She starts toward Lazaro, then turns to him and points. There’s a smile on her lumpy face. “I see what you did there.”
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He goes back to Sorcerer and eats a few more of the ersatz peanut butter crackers. In the cab of the truck, the voice coming from the Doom Box is muted to a faint drone. Rain runs down the windshield in zigzagging patterns that are kind of hypnotic, like watching a Plinko game. The scratches and bites on his face hurt. So does his missing finger. What he’s read about amputated body parts seems to be true: it feels like it’s still there. The fever is almost comforting, because he knows it will pass. So will the rain.

He also has intuitions about the weather. They aren’t always correct, but usually he doesn’t need a TV weatherman to tell him whether to wear sunscreen or galoshes. Sitting in the cab of Sorcerer, watching the raindrops chase each other down the windshield, he’s sure that tomorrow will dawn clear and the day will be hot. Will they reach the place where the Arrowhead track reaches the Old People’s hold? Probably not. One more day and night in these woods, then on to the Gullet. Where all will be well. Never mind that sense of ka-shume. They will win their way through these trials and all will be well. The blobs in the Doom Boxes will not creep and leap and slide across the floor, and all manner of things will be well.

Jack drifts into sleep and dreams that he and Richard Sloat are watching The Blob in their pajamas, eating Triscuits and Cheez Whiz, Richard not yet sent away to the Thayer School, Jack still attending Hollywood Day School, adulthood just a fogbound road ahead of them, laughing as the blob squirms over screaming teenagers in a movie theater—

In his dream all the teeners have red hair and that jerks him awake to see a face peering in at him through the driver’s side window. He reaches for the docker’s clutch, which produces a fresh wallop of pain in his missing finger, before realizing it’s Alice. The swellings on her cheeks, forehead, and nose have begun to subside. He rolls down his window.

“What? Is something wrong?”

“Yes, Jack.” She sounds calm enough, but her eyes are wide and sorrowful. “It’s George. He might be dying.”
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[image: George Elgin lies gravely injured among rocks. His face blistered and swollen, his glasses are cracked, and he's drolling onto the grass.]
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The rain has stopped, but there’s still the mystery-sound of leaves dripping in the woods. The others are already up; Jack is the last one at the party. Not that it’s a party atmosphere. Ry has found enough dry wood somewhere to make a small fire. George is shivering on a blanket near what meager warmth it can provide, his face lit in Halloween colors—orange firelight, black shadows—and looking oddly naked, as faces always are when the usually worn spectacles are removed.

Ry is holding the glasses up. “They fell off his face.”

Jack isn’t surprised. George’s face is a goblin mask of bumps and knobs. His forehead has actually split open and is trickling a mixture of pus and blood into his eyebrows. One of his eyes is slitted shut. The other bulges from its socket, turning his usually mild face into a glare of horrified surprise. His neck is swollen; he’s breathing in harsh gasps.

“He’s burning up,” Mary says.

“No,” George says. “Cold! I’m so cold!” His voice is guttural, little more than a whisper.

“You should go back,” Larry says.

“I don’t know what you’re talking ab—”

“America-side! I’m talking about America-side!” Larry has drawn one of the Positronics bolt pistols, and is turning in a circle, watching the woods. It’s as close to spinning as he can get. Jack hopes he won’t shoot someone by accident. At point-blank range, one of those sonic bolts could do major damage. “You’re the only one who can! Go back and get medicine for him!”

“Won’t work, Larry. I’d be grabbed by the cops if I went to Hemingford Home or Taylor City. Even Lincoln or Omaha. And besides, I don’t have any American money.”

Nor is that all. He has an idea that each time he flips, he’s leaping over the chaos they saw through the broken door in Youngblood’s garden. Over todash space. In those few seconds, he’s also vulnerable to the pull of the Gullet. In Dezi, that wasn’t much of a risk. This close it might be, even though they’re still at least three hundred miles away.

“It’s too late, anyway,” Alice says. “The rest of us are getting better. He’s not. It’s a chiaffah.”

It’s a word Jack has never heard before, but he guesses she’s talking about an allergy. Only it’s not an allergy. It’s ka-shume.

George’s one bulging eye looks at their faces one by one, ending with Jack. “Finish what you started,” he rasps. “What you started long ago, when you were little more than a babby. It’s almost here.”

Jack doesn’t ask what’s almost here. He goes to a knee and takes one of George’s ballooning hands. “We’ll finish, George. No fear on that score. You just concentrate on getting better.”

“Give… my glasses. I want to see you all.”

Ry hands them to Jack, who puts them on George’s face. His head is now so swollen the bows of the glasses snap at their hinges, so they look more like a lorgnette than spectacles. It won’t matter much longer. His bulging eye actually touches the cracked lens, but he’s seeing them. He’s seeing them very well.

He says, “Sorry… to leave.”

Mary gets on her knees. “No! You won’t! I… I forbid it!”

George reaches out to Richard, who is sitting next to Mary. He manages one pat on the bumbler’s head, and then his hand falls away.

Larry is still turning in a circle. “We’re being watched. They’re out there, man. They are. I feel it.”

“Aye,” Alice says. “So do I.” Her case of plates is slung from one shoulder. She pulls the rawhide lace holding it shut and dips a hand inside.

George says, “You must go on.”

“We are ka-tet,” Jack says.

Ry nods. “One from many.”

Mary bends and kisses George’s swollen, burning cheek. “If you must go, George of New York, go well. Find the clearing.”

“Do’ya,” Larry says. He’s still turning—still conning the woods.

George takes one final breath. He turns his face toward the fire. His glasses, only held on now by the bulb of his nose, fall to the blanket.

“Is he?” Mary asks.

“Yar,” Alice says. “Gone into the woods.”

“They’re still out there,” Larry says. “I can’t see them, but I feel them.” He raises his voice. “Come out! Show yourselves!”

There’s nothing but the rain dripping from the trees.

Alice says, “He said he was cold. For tonight at least, let him sleep by the fire.”

That’s two of us gone, Jack thinks. Jory and George. How many more? Some? All?

He tells himself that the future isn’t preordained, that they may yet fulfill their mission and return to Dezi, two shy of when they started out but otherwise intact; that they may yet do well. In his heart he doesn’t believe it. His good feeling is gone. Ka-shume has replaced it.
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In the morning they bury George at the side of the road, taking turns at digging the grave. Jack and Ryall lower him down, wrapped in two blankets tied at the chest and ankles to make a shroud. By the time they finish, the day is warming. A morning breeze ruffles through the trees and coins of summerlight dance across the grave. It’s a good place to rest, Jack reckons. They cover the site with rocks to foil the depredations of animals.

Ry rummages out a roll of electricians’ tape brought from America-side with the rest of Jack’s stuff, and uses it to bind two sticks together into a cross. With another strip of tape, he binds George Elgin’s glasses to it. “Probably won’t last long, some bird’ll peck through the tape and carry em away, but don’t they say it’s the thought that counts?”

To Alice, Jack says, “Will you set us on with a word, sai?”

She doesn’t speak, but sings over the grave in a voice that’s clear and cheerful—almost joyous. Jack can make out but few of the words, which are in an archaic version of the speech; he only gets thee will meet me there, so let thee greet me there. Her voice drifts into the trees, and after two verses, falls silent.

“Do well, George,” Mary says. The others say the same, and when they finish, a tiny croaking voice coming from near Mary’s knee says, “Well.” She bends and strokes Richard’s head.

They move on.
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Bayver Road burrows into deep woods which grow ever closer to the road. There’s no way they can use the solar panels. By noon they are driving with headlights because the sun is hidden by a dense overstory of leaves. The trees are twisted hybrids that look like a cross between kappa-kappas and banyans. They reach bony hands over the road and twine. Alice, who proved to be a fast learner, is driving the lead truck with Larry up top, shirt once more tied around his head, manning the .50-cal. He’s also within reach of the SAW, and has a Dragonfire missile launcher at his feet.

Loaded for bear, Jack thinks… or whatever lurks in that living density.

When they stop for a lunch of pork popkins and cold beans, Larry says to Jack, “You call your truck Sorcerer, yeah?”

“So I do.”

“And Mary’s truck is Lazaro?”

“Yes.”

“I’m naming my good old gunwagon Goldie. Because I was in love with Goldie Hawn. I saw her in Shampoo, with Warren Beatty. I thought about naming it Shampoo, but decided it’d be stupid.”

“Why not call it Stupid?” Ry says. “That’d be a good name for your truck, Larry.”

Larry isn’t offended; he cracks up and points. “I see what you did there.”

“Good for you.” Ry turns to Jack. “The boxes are getting louder. Mine says Gotti’s in prison and has cancer, which is total bullshit. Johnny-boy was fine when I left.”

“Here’s an update,” Jack tells him. “He did die. Cancer.”

“Yar? Do you say so?”

“I do.”

Ry considers the idea. “That’s fucked up.”

Larry says, “What are you naming your truck, Ry?”

Jack expects a smart comeback, but doesn’t get it. “If I have to give it a name, I guess Francesca is as good as any. That’s a girl I was crazy about in high school. She probably didn’t know I was alive.”

“Good name,” Jack says. They fall silent, listening to the voices coming from Sorcerer and Lazaro.

“I can’t believe George’s gone,” Mary says at last.

“Yeah,” Larry says. “I’m sorry for laughing just now. I don’t know what’s wrong with me. Maybe you should shoot me, Ry.”

“Wouldn’t waste a bullet. Besides, if Pay was here, he’d be cracking jokes like a mad motherfucker.”

Ry lowers his voice.

“It ain’t just the voices from those boxes, my good old pals and gals. They’re still watching. Whoever they are.”

“Let’s go,” Jack says, getting up. “The sooner we get out of these woods, the better.”

But they don’t that day. When premature dark closes in, the woods are thicker than ever. Considering how dry the country is along the Old Gilead Road, which can’t be that far from here in geographic terms, Jack could almost believe they’ve fallen into an alternate reality and will at any moment start seeing hobbits, orcs, and walking trees. Jack thinks it should be cool in here, but it’s not. It’s as if the fever the remaining ka-tet members are sloughing off has infested those weird, twisted trees, and it’s baking out at them. The air conditioning units can cool the back of Lazaro a little bit, but the box in Sorcerer hardly at all. It used to be a box, at any rate. Now it’s an amorphous gray mass that humps above the open lid of the crate like bread dough that’s been given a double dose of yeast. The voices—they all agree to this—have subsided to a steady droning earworm. For Jack, the voice from Sorcerer has become little more than white noise.

Because you don’t want to listen, a deep part of his mind whispers.

Ry has hoarded some corned beef hash, and that’s their dinner on the seventh night. Tiny black bugs swirl in the air without lighting or biting, seemingly drawn by the campfire. From the woods on both sides comes a hoarse, croaking chorus. Jack supposes it’s Territories frogs. His fever is gone, the others say the same, but that sensation of being observed remains. He sets a watch rota, suggesting they all take their turn on sentry duty on top in the gunwagons.

“Two hours each,” Jack tells them. “We’re all bushed and need as much sleep as we can get, but these woods aren’t right.”
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Jack takes the first watch on top of Goldie. The sense of being watched is strong, but the voices from the boxes are oddly lulling. Several times he lightly slaps his face with his good hand to stay awake. After two hours he climbs down and wakes Larry, which is difficult. Jack keeps at it, because he’s dead for sleep himself. The fever may be gone, but it—and his lost pinky finger, he supposes—have left him feeling washed out and exhausted.

“Get up, Spinner. Rise and smell the coffee. Not that we have any.”

Larry sits, rubs his eyes, then stands. “I was dreamin of Goldie Hawn in a bikini. I wouldn’t mind gettin summore of that.”

“She’ll be back for a return engagement in two short hours. Take this.” He strips off his Timex and gives it to Larry. “Alice has the next watch.”

Larry’s examining the Timex. “Never seen one like this.”

“It’s digital. Even tells the weather, at least it does in America. Can you stay awake for two hours, Larry? If you can’t, say so and I’ll take the next watch myself.” It’s the last thing he wants.

“I can do it.” He’s still admiring Jack’s Ironman Classic. It keeps America-side time in both worlds, which Jack has always found comforting.

He watches Larry climb up to the back of Goldie and seat himself behind the SAW. Jack lies down next to Mary, who’s snoring. Richard is wide awake and staring at Jack.

“Ought to get you to stand a watch,” Jack says. In a way, that turns out to be the case. He falls asleep.
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In his dream, he and Richard Sloat are ten, and watching The Blob in the Sloats’ rumpus room. Only the TV isn’t the little table model with the rabbit ears anymore. It’s the freestanding door in the Big Kahuna’s garden, and it’s open. Jack and Richard are watching The Blob on DoorVision. It’s the part of the movie where the blob is oozing out of the projection booth onto the teenagers below, all those redheaded peckerwoods. Only it’s also coming out of the doorway into the Sloat rumpus room. Blood-red, it creeps and slides and hitches a ride across the floor.

I don’t see that, Richard says, which is Rational Richard at his finest, Rational Richard who refused to believe in the Territories even while unbelief was making him sick.

It’s coming, Richard! Jack screams. It’s a dream scream. Wake up, wake up!

But Richard refuses. Instead, with his eyes stubbornly closed, he reaches out and pinches Jack’s bad hand. YOU need to wake up, Jack, he says, and then he pinches harder and his voice becomes the voices of the dog-things that infested the Thayer campus. They are bellowing Way-GUP, way-GUP, way-GUP Jack! And oh it hurts, it hurts because—
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It’s Richard, all right, but not Richard Sloat. It’s Richard the billy-bumbler. He’s nipping at Jack’s bad hand.

“What—”

He takes a sleep-muzzy swat at the bumbler, which Richard easily avoids. Jack looks around and sees dozens of Slow Mutants have invaded the campsite. They surround the trucks, the last guttering flames of the campfire, and the members of Jack’s tet. Ry, Mary, and Alice are all asleep. So is Larry. He’s sprawled behind the SAW in the back of Goldie, chin on his chest, snoring. Standing over him, wearing the torn and faded denim dress of a diggy-dig’s wife, is a Slow Mutant with the remains of blond hair straggling down her back.

They remind him again of zombies in a horror movie. They have the same look of empty avidity, but they aren’t attacking, just standing there. Until one bends toward Mary, stretching out a hand raddled with sores. Richard makes a growling spitting noise, and the Slow Mutie, wearing a jug hat and the remains of a miner’s overalls, pulls his hand back. Another is bending toward Alice. One—younger, with eyes sagging down his cheeks—is reaching for Ry.

Jack draws his gun, ignoring the pain that flares in the stub of his pinky finger. He fires twice, once in the air and once into the forehead of the mutie that reached for Mary. The Slow Mutant’s head explodes in a shower of brains.

The others awake, see the creatures surrounding them, and the night is torn open with gunfire. Several of the Slow Mutants crumple, one falling in the fire and sending up a cloud of sparks. The others don’t attack. They don’t run, either. They simply retreat, slow but sure. Except for the woman who has clambered up top of Goldie to join Larry. She bends down, yawns her mouth open on a melting jaw, and covers his mouth—all of his lower face—with hers. Mary is screaming, Ry and Alice are both shouting, Richard is growling, but Jack can still hear the sucking sound as the Slow Mutie inhales Larry’s breath.

Then there comes the double chow-chow of a bolt pistol, and the Slow Mutie’s middle explodes out of her back and splashes down Goldie’s side. The severed parts of her body tumble from the gunwagon. Rubbing his mouth with one hand, still holding the bolt pistol in the other, his face a frozen stamp of revulsion, Larry collapses heavily into the seat behind the M249 SAW… or whatever the Positronics designation might be.

“I’m all right,” he pants. “I’m all ri—”

Ry grabs the Spinner by his baggy denim pants and yanks him out of his seat and off the back of the gunwagon. He shakes Larry twice, hard enough to make his teeth click like castanets, then punches him in the face.

“You stupid sonofabitch, you almost got us all killed!”

He’s about to punch Larry again—the Spinner’s nose is already bent to the side and gushing blood—when Jack grabs his arm. “Enough, Ryall! Enough! They’re gone!”

That’s something of an overstatement, but they are going, backing into the trees like figures running in rewind. None of them have red hair, but some have drawn birdberry streaks on what remains of their cheeks and foreheads. Like warpaint.

Ry turns on Jack. He’s frantic with rage. Jack will think later that the only reason Ry didn’t draw his sidearm and shoot the Spinner (or Jack himself) is because he didn’t think of it. “Do you know what they do to soldiers who fall asleep on sentry duty? They shoot them! Shoot them!”

Ry goes to punch Larry again, and Jack catches his arm again.

“We’re ka-tet, Ry. You said it yourself. So don’t do their work for them, man. Please don’t do that.”

Holding Ry’s arm back is hard. The stump of Jack’s pinky is sweating tiny drops of blood, tinged with the plasum salve. The women stand shoulder to shoulder, looking dazed. Larry seems hardly aware that Ry—who was considered quite the lump-up artist in his Gambino days—is threatening to kill him. He’s frantically wiping at his mouth, trying to rid it of the last scraps of skin from the mutie woman’s open-mouthed kiss.

At last Ry’s arm relaxes. “All right,” he says to Jack. “Okay. You’re the dinh. You deal with this worthless piece of shit.”

“I fell asleep,” Larry says. “I didn’t mean to, I was just so tired.”

“So was I,” Jack says. “We all are.”

“Are they gone? Is she gone?”

So gone she’s in pieces, Jack thinks.

“They’re gone.”

“Not,” Alice says, and she’s right. The muties have stopped at the edge of the forest. Jack can see pallid faces peering at them from both sides of the road. They remind Jack of a Ray Bradbury story about sinister onlookers who gather at accident scenes, deciding if the injured parties will live or die. And the voices from the backs of Sorcerer and Lazaro continue to whisper. The one in the back of Sorcerer seems to be saying, balloon, balloon, balloon.

No, Jack thinks. Not balloon. Ballroom.

Jack says, “You’ve got the next watch, Alice. If they move our way, shoot em. Long day tomorrow. We need our rest.”

But it’s a long time before any of them sleep.
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It’s the eighth day. Jack had hoped to be all the way to the Gullet by now, but he had no idea how much the Bayver Road would wind and meander. Did Hestin know? He can’t be sure, but thinks Hestin did.

There’s one good thing; the trees at last begin to thin and pull back from the road. The Slow Mutants likewise pull back, as if they are wympis and the daylight of more open country would either kill them or damage them more than they already are. They have clearly been infected by what Ryall is calling Redheads’ Disease, but they don’t seem any more dangerous than the droning voices

(ballroom ballroom)

coming from the boxes. Now that it’s daylight and they’re away from the road, Jack can actually pity them. They didn’t ask for what they have become, no more than the teens did.

When Ry asks him, at one of their half-hour stops, what happened to cause the mutations, Jack says it might have been radiation from the mines. He doesn’t add what he knows about his father’s old business partner, and Richard’s father. He knows that Morgan Sloat—or his Territories Twinner, Morgan of Orris—reopened mines that had been long closed, and released more terrible things, radiation being the least of them. Was Sloat, in either of his incarnations, also responsible for opening the Gullet? Jack doesn’t know. He only wishes his good-hearted father had seen the rot in his business partner sooner.

And killed him, he thinks. It would have saved us at least some of these horrors.

A ridiculous notion. Phil Sawyer could kill a business deal that struck him as unfavorable to a client, but kill a person? Especially one who had been with him all the way from their scuffling hand-to-mouth days, when they were so poor they’d sometimes slept in their old DeSoto? Never in life.

They eat on the move. Around one o’ the clock by Jack’s Timex, the road is in enough sunlight for Larry’s lead truck, Goldie, to flop open its solar panels. The others do the same. Now the terrain resembles the badlands Jack and Mary went though on their return from Pernil. In a way, it’s like entering a theater in the middle of a movie you’ve seen before.

In this more arid and open landscape there are helio poles again, but most have been knocked over, their polished mirrors smashed. Jack thinks of ISIS destroying icons that offend their religious sensibilities. Do the redheads have sensibilities? He doubts it. Their religion is Discordia.

By mid-afternoon the last of the Slow Mutants are gone. Alice is driving Goldie. Larry mans the guns up top, leading the little procession. Around three-thirty, they stop to water the boxes, which are still droning their various messages. For Mary, it’s still her humiliating eight minutes on Good Morning America, David Hartman asking if she’s drunk, saying he hates to ask when he’s obviously happy to ask. For Ry, it’s Sammy the Bull saying he has to take Ry for a ride, which can mean only one thing. Jack’s blob tells him to way-gup, way-gup, way-gup, it’s time to visit the ballroom.

Jack and Mary use the sprayers while Ry and Alice stand guard. Larry is watching from his gunwagon. Jack feels pretty certain he won’t fall asleep again. After being soul-kissed by a Slow Mutant, he may suffer from terminal insomnia.

Palle Dawson’s crate in the back of Sorcerer has now popped a few boards, and will soon split wide open. Jack spritzes the sprawling gray lump and observes how the water droplets disappear into that gray mass at once. He thinks again about The Blob, which now seems far less funny than it did to a couple of ten-year-olds. He’s about to get back into the cab when Mary calls in a low, strained voice.

“I’m stuck.”

He hurries to the back of Lazaro, and is stopped cold by what he sees. This crate has already broken open. The front is intact, as is the thrown-back lid, but the sides have been shattered. And Mary’s right hand has disappeared up to the wrist in the amorphous gray mass.

Her forehead is dotted with fine beads of perspiration, but she still manages a trembling smile. Horses sweat, men perspire, but women glow, his mother once told him with a sarcastic smile. It’s a nonsensical thought, but between the heat, the Slow Muties, and general exhaustion, his mind is tottering.

“I reached out to feel it, maybe to shut it up, and it… it…” Her throat makes an audible click as she swallows. That trembling smile remains. “I’m scared. I can feel it. It doesn’t hurt. At least not yet. But it’s… I don’t know… tight.”

Ry comes over. “We need to get going, big bo—Jesus! What in the blue fuck?”

“Shh,” Jack says. “It’s still sleeping.”

“How do you—”

“I just do. Mary? I’m going to try pulling your hand out. Keep as still as you can. Even if it hurts.”

Alice comes over. Larry is still up top in Goldie. His lips are bleeding from repeated scrubbings with the heel of his hand, but he’s for some cockeyed Spinner reason smiling.

“What—” Alice begins.

“Shh!” Ry whispers and puts a finger to his lips. “Quiet.” He points.

Alice sees the gray lump into which Mary’s hand is submerged. “Oh, Gan!”

“It’s not biting,” Mary says, low. “Don’t let it bite, Jack. Don’t wake it up and let it bite my hand off. Please.”

Jack grabs hold of Mary’s wrist with both hands and pulls. Very slowly. The tendons in his forearms stand out. The voice murmurs about the cold hotel where Lily Cavanaugh lay dying. About the big C and the big P. And about Silver Lady. Speedy is telling Jack to help Richard get on, which is crazy because Richard was never at Arcadia Funworld, never saw the carousel.

Jack understands the gray thing is talking in its sleep, which creeps him out even more.

These fragments of his past are coming to him from the lump. The blob. He thinks he remembered more before Wanda Kinderling shot him. He lost so much of his trip to the Territories after that, and he didn’t care. Because it was… what? Traumatic? Yes, that. He remembers Smokey Updike, and Oatley, but the Talisman—how did he get it and what did he do with it? Did he save his mother? And why does it matter now?

Little by little, Mary’s hand emerges from the blob. Gray tendrils circle her wrist like bangles, then slip back into the main mass. Her hand is white and pruney at the fingertips, as if it’s spent a long time in warm water.

Mary hugs Jack. “Thank you! That’s twice you’ve saved me!”

Alice examines the hand that was submerged and sees no damage, but says she and Mary will want to watch it.

“What can you do if it gets infected?” Mary asks. “It looks better, those spider bites are gone, but if it starts to make me one of them—” She jerks her thumb back toward the woods. “Just shoot me.”
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Gunfire rips Jack from sleep late on the eighth night… or maybe it’s the ninth morning. Larry Magruder, aka the Spinner, is bent over the SAW and firing into open scrubland. Then, slowly, as the others get to their feet, he swivels the barrel of the gun toward them.

Larry’s cheeks have been flayed open by his nails and he’s streaked his hair with blood. Jack looks into the barrel of the SAW and thinks, I’m dead, we’re all dead, it’s over. Then Larry hammers down on the gunbutt with his forearm, causing the barrel to swing skyward. He fires the rest of the current belt of ammo in a single long burst, as if to bring down the very stars. He then gets to his feet. One hand clutches at the side of his head. The other is rubbing at his mouth, where the lips are so flayed and bloody they are hardly lips at all.

Alice has drawn a plate and holds it in the cocked position.

“Don’t!” Jack shouts. Ryall has drawn his gun, and Jack pushes his hand down. “You, either!”

“He’s going to kill us!” Mary cries.

“I don’t think so,” Jack says.

Larry turns jerkily and reaches for the ammo box between the SAW and the .50-cal. Then he shakes his head, either to clear it or in negation. He crosses his arms over his chest and grips his shoulders, as if to keep his hands from reaching for what they must not grasp. He stumbles to the edge of the gunwagon. He tries to do one of his spins and falls off the back of the truck. He hits the road and they all hear the crack as his arm breaks. He gets up, pants and shirt floured with dust. His left hand rubs at the remains of his mouth, and Jack understands—they all do—that Larry is trying to rub away the mutie woman’s kiss. His hand drops to the sonic bolt pistol twisted drop-rider style into a belt loop of his pants. His right arm dangles, useless. Jack steps forward and takes the gun from Larry’s hand.

“I didn’t want to,” Larry says in a low, confiding voice. “I never want to.”

“I know,” Jack says.

“It’s them.” He points at the woods.

“The Slow Mutants?”

“Yar. Since that poison thing kissed me.”

“I know.”

“I have to kill you, Jack. You all have to kill each other and the last one kills himself. You can’t… can’t…”

“Can’t what, Larry?”

“Can’t be allowed to finish!” Larry exclaims. His eyes have a sparkle that’s simultaneously lively and totally dead. “Cannot… be ALLOWED!”

“Why?”

“You have… no right. This world… all worlds… fat with disease. Swollen. Black. Stinking. Gangrene.”

“Do the voices say so?”

“Yar.”

“Not the boxes?”

“No, not them. The Slow Mutants. They’re redheads now. All the redheads. I’m going to be one of them. Don’t let me, Jack! Please!”

Larry takes a deep, shuddering breath. He swings his arms across his chest and grips his shoulders again. It clearly hurts him, but he does it. His broken humerus makes a ghastly grinding sound. He doesn’t seem to feel it, but some sanity comes back into his eyes.

“I meant to kill you all.” Larry’s face is close to Jack’s. The breath coming from that ruined mouth is horrible, ripe with decay. Jack doesn’t pull away in spite of the terrible smell. He needs to hear this. “They told me to. They commanded me to.”

“But not the boxes. Not those voices.”

“No.”

Jack knew that, but needs the others to hear it. The voices coming from the blobs that were boxes in the lower level of the Arrowhead installation are no more commanding than they were before. They speak of the tet’s past America-side lives… and of the future. Larry Magruder has been infected by the mutie woman’s kiss, and is hearing other voices.

“You could have shot us while we slept, Larry. Isn’t that right?”

“Yes! I should have! You are cancer!”

“No. We’re anti-cancer. Part of you knows it.”

“I… fought.” Larry does a slow and clumsy spin with his arms crossed. “It’s like the Black Panthers say—I fought the power!”

“You did,” Mary says.

Ry: “Yar, I guess you did.”

Alice: “Do’ya.”

“It’s awful, Jack.” His voice is little more than a whisper. “Those voices… soon they’ll be the only thing left.” Larry’s eyes roll in their sweaty sockets. “I’ll be a redhead. It’s awful. It’s so strong and so awful. I fell asleep, so I guess I deserve this, but it’s so awful…” He begins to cry. “I don’t want to kill you, you’re my friends, my tet, I’m sorry I fell asleep, but you were right, Ry.”

Yes, Jack thinks. Ry was right. The penalty for people who fall asleep on sentry duty is death, because that one endangers the lives of all the others. Harsh but true.

“You’re poison,” Larry spits. “All of you. Kill each other, go ahead! Spill your blood! Spill your rotten brains!”

Mary actually recoils. It’s not Larry’s voice at all. It’s the voice of the redheads, of Roy Kinneston, of Charles Starkweather. It’s the voice of todash space.

“Spinner?” Jack speaks quietly, as if to wake someone from a nightmare. “Larry?”

“Jack? Is that you?”

“Yar.”

“This is… man, it’s so bad.” He actually tries to smile.

“It can be better.”

Jack slips the G-H bolt pistol back into Larry’s belt loop. He will reflect on this later, and hate himself for doing it. He understands it was an act of mercy, but mercy is sometimes so terrible.

Larry looks down at the gun, and slowly pulls it from the loop. He lifts it to his eyes, examining it as if he has never seen such a thing before.

Ry and Mary draw their own guns.

“Do ya not,” Jack says. “He’s ka-tet.”

Larry looks at them with blind eyes and points the gun at Alice, who is still holding her plate across her midsection in the load position. Her eyes flick to Jack, questioning but ready to obey her dinh.

“Do ya not.”

“You are poison,” the thing inside Larry spits at them. “You are gangrene.” Then he says, “You are my friends,” and puts the muzzle of the bolt pistol under the shelf of his chin and pulls the trigger.

Chow.

Ry Connors turns to Jack with a grim little smile. “Now we’re four,” he says. “Who next?”
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On their eleventh day, they see a long green awning up ahead, reflecting sunlight like a giant helio. It looks exactly like the awning over the fuel pumps behind the Arrowhead installation. Jack is disheartened and exhausted by the sight of it, at first thinking Bayver Road is some kind of weird Möbius strip that has brought them back to where they started. Ayden Hestin will pop out, waving his animatronic arms and shouting, “Ha-ha, fooled ya, assholes! See what I did there?”

When they get closer, Jack sees it’s a fueling station like the one at the Arrowhead base, but there are twice the number of pumps. They’re not as rusty, either, because the climate here is drier. They’re marked in many different languages. Jack has that sense of déjà vu again, and after a moment the surroundings click into place. That jutting gray stone that looks like a finger pointing at the sky. A dead kappa-kappa with a double trunk. He’s once more at North Central Positronics Hold 19. He didn’t realize it at first because he came to it the first time from the front.

They have avoided Riven, and that pleases Jack. He can’t know for sure that the redheads have slaughtered the kindhearted Manni of Clan Deepa, leaving their town to be haunted by the wympis that come out of the mines after dark. No, not for sure… but he feels sure it’s happened.

The tet fills the tanks of the four trucks: Sorcerer, Lazaro, Goldie, Francesca. They likewise fill the jerrycans, although Jack doesn’t think they’ll need extra fuel. Here, south of the Blasted Lands, the terrain will be open most of the way to the Gullet. Plenty of sun for the solar panels. What will happen when they get there, he doesn’t know. Doesn’t even dare to speculate. He’s haunted by the knowledge that his ka-tet is broken, just as Roland’s was in the old legends.

This isn’t the same. There are echoes, but there are also coincidences.

In his heart, he knows better.

“Wait for me.”

He drives to where the Hold 19 sidetrack joins the Old Gilead Road. The wind has blurred away the tracks of the Kia Kinneston and Speckhoffer somehow drove out of America-side and into the Territories, but he can see it in the distance, little more than a dot with the sun twinkling on the back window. He remembers Rhonda McMeel’s bumper sticker: Yosemite Sam with his bushy red mustache and big yellow hat, saying BACK OFF!

Jack thinks he sees movement from the corner of his eye and shifts his gaze, but there’s nothing there—just scrubland and jutting rock formations that have been sculpted by the wind. He dismisses it as a heat-shimmer and drives back to where the others are waiting near the ramp leading down to the Hold 19 motor pool.

“We’ll drive down,” Jack tells them. “There’s plenty of parking.”

It isn’t intuition. The voices from the gray blobs seem to have interfered with his intuition, the way the electric motor from a blender can put static on a radio. He just thinks it will be easier for them to load up fresh supplies if they park below. And the cool will help the AC units and maybe slow the growth of the blobs.

It turns out to be a very good decision.
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Ry is delighted by the kitchen. No, closer to ecstatic.

“Look at this shit!” he exclaims, regarding cupboards that are ranked with canned goods. He opens cabinets until he finds one stacked with carrybags and begins loading them up with everything from SpaghettiOs to corned beef. He shows Jack a fat can that’s crammed with idiograms that look like nothing any of them have ever seen before. The picture, however, is pretty relatable.

“I don’t know what it says, Jacky-O, but I know what’s inside. This is Dinty Moore fucking Beef Stew!”

“If you say so,” Jack says. “Stow those goods in Francesca.”

“I’ll help,” Alice says.

When Ry and Alice are gone, Jack asks Mary if she has had any feelings of danger. He uses the English word for it: presentiment.

“Not exactly,” she says, “but this place is creepy. Does that count?”

“Probably not.”

“Didn’t think so.” She holds out a box. The words are in those same tangled idiograms, but the picture certainly looks like a Ritz cracker to Jack. “Have one of these.”

Jack takes one from the waxed paper sleeve and bites into it.

“What do you think?”

“It’s a Ritz, or something like it.”

He knows exactly what she’ll say next. “Everything’s better when it shits on a Ritz.”

“Pay used to say that.”

“I know. But how does it taste?”

“Fine. Just a little stale.”

“That’s what’s weird,” Mary says. “Why just a little stale, when everybody says the Old People have been gone for like, thousands of years? I mean, the cabinets are good and tight, sure, which probably preserves freshness for awhile, but thousands of years? Are you kidding? These crackers’d be dust. And those trucks that still run? The guns that still fire? And the missiles, what about them?”

Jack could point out that some of the Dragonfires are duds, but that’s not her point. Her point speaks to how much of this old stuff still works.

“I don’t think the Old People and the North Central Positronics people are the same.” He thinks again about colors running together, but doesn’t know how to express it so she’ll understand. Best to keep it simple and stay on point. “You don’t feel anything? You know, bad?”

“No.” She opens her hands and looks at the eyes tattooed there. “They’re open in my palms, but closed in my head. Do you get it?”

“I think so.”

“It’s like ever since that lump swallowed my right hand, I’m blanked out. God and Gan, that was so weird.”

“Scary?”

“At the time. Now… looking back… maybe not so much. Why? Are you feeling something?”

There’s a worry-line on Mary’s forehead, but when Jack smiles, it smooths out. “Not a thing. We’re okay. At least so far.”

She says, “Are you sure?”

“Yes.”

Big mistake.
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With the trucks fueled and the groceries stowed, Jack leads them into the crew quarters of Hold 19. He is surer than ever that new people, the Positronics people, may have modernized what was a very ancient facility.

Alice says, in a hushed voice, “I wot this place is haunted by seemies.”

“The ghosts are long gone from here,” Jack says. “I think it’s as old as the pyramids in my world.” He doesn’t add that a curse was supposed to fall on anyone who disturbed those stone tombs—bad luck, sickness, death.

He considers opening a door in officer country to show them an actual ghost: the blonde hologram in the starry hot pants and halter. But it would be mean. Pay would do it, he thinks. And why? Because deep down, comedy is cruel. I bet he knew that.

They pass the mummified dog (which also should have turned to dust long ago). Further down the corridor, Jack opens a closet and pulls out a radiation suit. “You’ll find one or two of these in each of the officers’ suites,” he tells them. “We’ll wear them when we get close to the Gullet. There are small oxygen tanks and masks stowed in the dashboards of the trucks. You just have to ask for it. Kind of an open sesame deal. The Old People—or Positronics, Sombra, whoever—must have made regular forays into the Blasted Lands, so they had all kinds of radiation protection. These suits have little badges—”

“Never mind the tutorial,” Ry says.

Jack is annoyed at the interruption, but it’s not only Ry who’s looking at him as if he’s been hit with a stupid-stick. The women are, as well. Even Richard has his head cocked, as if to say What are you on about?

“I don’t think we have to worry about radiation.” Ry speaks with an unaccustomed gentleness. “None of us are coming back from this. And I think you know it.”
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Jack insists they take four of the radiation suits—they are as easy to carry as empty garment bags. There isn’t a suit for Richard, and the fact that Mary doesn’t have anything to say about that underlines the prevailing fatalism of the others. In spite of what Ry said, Jack doesn’t feel the same. He tells himself it’s because his intuition has been numbed. Certainly it can’t be because in the Sorcerer movie, Jackie Scanlon was the only survivor. Or how, in the old legends, only Roland survived the death of his ka-mates.

Can it?

This isn’t the same, he continues to insist. It doesn’t have to be.

Loath to leave so many goodies in the kitchen, Ry loads up one more bag. The cans bang against his leg as they cross the motor pool to their trucks (the front end of Jack’s crumpled as well as dusty, the front bumper gone). The robo-voice blares, “Security! Security!” It startled them coming in—Jack included, he’d forgotten it—but not now. Now it’s just another voice from the past.

Jack would love to move on with just the trucks carrying the gray lumps, which now have overspilled the crates and have begun to fill the backs of the trucks. They could double up that way—Jack and Mary in Sorcerer (along with Richard), Alice and Ry in Lazaro. But he decides they need at least one of the gunwagons; firepower if they meet redheads between here and the Gullet. He’d like to believe that won’t happen, but doesn’t need his famous Sawyer intuition to know it probably will.

“I want to look at something before we go,” Alice says. “ ‘Check it out,’ as you say. It was just outside.”

“I think I know what it is,” Ry says. “I’ll go with you.”

Jack tells Mary to go along with them. “I’ll spritz the blobs. They’ll swallow Sorcerer and Lazaro whole if we don’t get there soon.”

“Are you joking?”

“I don’t know. Go on. I’ll catch up.”

The three of them leave, Richard scurrying along behind Mary. Jack waters the gray blobs, which now sprawl everywhere. The voice in his head tells him his mother is dying—big P, meet big C.

I remembered everything when I was in French Landing. Then Kinderling shot me, and poof… selective amnesia. How selective? I remember going. Oatley, Thayer, all that. I sort of remember there was a big shootout at Morgan’s stockade. But getting the Talisman? That’s fogged in. Except…

He sees the blank pages of Sophie’s book. He sees words appearing, as if heat or UV light had been applied to previously invisible ink: We walked after Camp Resolution. Walked on what remained of the train tracks. And when Richard couldn’t walk anymore, I carried h—

“Shut up,” he tells his box that is no longer a box. “This is not the time. Maybe later.”

The words stop. But yes, the shootout happened at Camp Resolution. He remembers now. There were bad Wolfs.

“Not Resolution,” he murmurs as he checks the portable AC units. “Readiness. Camp Readiness.”

The air conditioners are working well, no doubt aided by being out of the hot sun. Jack hopes the cool may even retard the growth of the blobs a little.

Jack is thinking about the endgame. In his best-case scenario, they ditch the trucks and let them be pulled into the Gullet the way Mrs. Talbot was. Whatever happens after that is out of his control. He has no sense of trouble here and now. He will think later that only the billy-bumbler had a presentiment.

Jack turns to follow the others. Alice and Ry are walking side by side, Ry still holding the bag which contains his last-minute spoils from the kitchen. Mary catches up and they walk three abreast, Richard hurrying behind Mary. They are talking together, laughing about something. He picks up one word from Alice: forgot. Later, he will turn that word over and over in his mind. What did she forget? A little thing or a big one? He will never know. He supposes he could ask Ry or Mary, but he never does. It doesn’t matter any more than if Morgan’s camp in the Blasted Lands was named Resolution or Readiness.

Still, he wonders.

Jack walks with the four radiation suits folded over his arm. He thinks nothing of it when Richard grabs Mary by one cuff of her jeans and gives a yank almost hard enough to tear the fabric.

“Why, you lazy thing,” she says, and stoops to pick him up.

Ry and Alice draw ahead. They come out from beneath the overhang and into bright summer sunlight. Hurrying to catch up, Jack hears Alice say: “Look, do’ya. Are those America-side names in that heart?”

“Yar,” Ry says. “It says ‘Roy and Tara Lynne were here, love forever.’ Only the girl wrote love forever in some funky shorthand.”

“Kind of sweet,” Alice says, and Jack will think later, when there’s time to think, that as a final observation, she could have done far worse. She turns to Ry, and her smiling lovely face is lit by the sunlight. It’s almost a cameo. Jack will remember that moment for as long as memories last; it will be his ghost.

She parts her lips to say something more, but before she can, her beauty is obliterated.
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Mary moves fast, without even a second’s hesitation, or Ry would have been killed, too. She drops Richard, lunges, and seizes not Ryall but the bag of supplies he’s carrying. She yanks it and pulls. Cans spill and roll. A glass bottle explodes and Jack smells the sharp odor of alcohol. Ry stumbles backward, steps on a can, and goes sprawling on the ramp just as a streak of light and some sort of projectile whooshes above them and blows out a piece of the righthand wall.

“Alice! Alice!” Ryall scrambles up, kicking the woman who saved him with both feet. One catches Mary’s cheek and opens a cut. “ALICE!”

Jack leaps over Mary and Richard, and grabs Ry around the waist. There’s another hollow boom, another streak of light, and more composition stone flies up from the side of the ramp. Chunks of it patter down. One hits Jack on the back of the head and he feels warm blood coursing down the nape of his neck. Outside, there are hoarse whoops and hollers.

“Got one!” a hoarse voice yells. It’s the speech, but hardly recognizable. Then, chilling Jack’s heart: “Wolf! Wolf!”

“Let me go, Jack! Let me go, you fucking—”

“She’s dead,” Jack whispers in his ear. “You can’t save her. All you can do is get yourself killed.”

“She can’t be dead!” Ry screams, and pounds his fists on the metal ramp. “I never had a chance to tell her I fucking loved her!”

Jack understands that transporting the blobs means nothing to Ry Connors at this moment. Only the possibility of vengeance will keep him from rushing blindly forward and getting killed. “We’ll get them, Ry. They’re bad Wolfs and we’ll get payback for Alice.”

Mary crawls to the three survivors beneath the hold’s overhang. They are just past the dividing line between sun and shadow. Richard is next to Mary, and Jack has no doubt that if she stands up in the line of fire of the ambushing Wolfs, Richard will bite her as savagely as he has to in order to make her stop. Richard understands more than Jack ever would have believed.

“Jacky!” It’s almost Shhacky. The voice is slurring, female, half-human. It’s a voice Jack knows. “Come out, Jacky! Frieeeends, remember? You herd! We guard the herd! Yar, yar!”

It’s Lena, a member of the Wolfpack he met on his first trip to the Gullet. That seems like years ago, but it wasn’t much more than a twelvah. Then she was good. They all were. Fed him delicious stew from a billycan. Went with him all day. Guarded him. Traveled with him as far as they could, because years ago Jack had traveled with one of their own, both in the Territories and on America-side. More importantly, because he was the herd.

“Lena?”

What answers is a long howl that turns into a laugh. “Lena! You say true! True-AHROOO!”

He wants to ask what happened to her, to all of them, but he’s pretty sure he knows. Only human teenagers have been infected by Redheads’ Disease, but it seems that Wolfs of all ages are susceptible. That their simplicity and innate goodness should make them vulnerable seems especially cruel.

Mary is weeping. Ryall is lying on his back amid the spilled cans and shattered glass, his face dead white with shock. Jack remembers telling Mrs. T. to roll down the window, because he didn’t have to be afraid of the Wolfs. But he’s afraid now. As they say in Mid-World, he’s afraid big-big.

There is a rough gabble of voices—partly in the speech, partly just yips and growls and grunting laughter. Jack hears, “Another! Shoot another banger! Wolf-Wolf!”

“Get low,” he says.

Mary lies facedown and covers her head. Ry remains on his back, glaring upward at the overhang, which is thin protection at best. Jack hears a HOOSH sound, and chunks of composition stone fly into the hot blue sky and rattle down around them. One plonks Richard. He yelps but stays where he is, splayed on the small of Mary’s back. A thin stream of blood flows out of his fur.

“Seth!” Jack shouts. “Where’s Seth? Where’s your dinh?”

The sense of kindness and strength that radiated from the big fellow, the pack’s leader, reminded him strongly of his childhood friend and road buddy. It’s hard to believe that someone as decent and dedicated as Seth could be corrupted. At least not without a fight.

“Seth!” Lena cries in a voice so guttural she could almost be clearing her throat. “Hoo-hoo, Seth! Where are you, Seth? Wolf-Wolf! Jacky wants Seth! Where is Seth? Find him, bring him!”

Laughter and howls, then whispering voices as the pack palavers dan-dinh.

Then Lena says, “Seth is here, may he do’ya fine!”

A pole is hoisted over the lefthand side of the ramp leading down to the hold. On it is the severed head of a Wolf, his crammed-together teeth bared in a snarl, his ragged neck drooling the last of his blood—noble blood, Jack has no doubt—down the pole. His fur and snout have been painted with birdberry dye. No, defiled by it.

“Here he is, Jacky! Here’s Seth! Wolf-Wolf-ahhROOO!”

Thoughts come at the most inopportune moments. Jack finds himself remembering Warren Zevon’s “Werewolves of London,” and can only stifle a crazy laugh by banging his forehead against the steel ramp leading down to the motor pool. He will not laugh, not even in hysteria, while Alice of Dezi lies with her legs in shadow and her headless body in sunshine.

More whispered palaver. Then, over the left side of the ramp, a smiling face appears. It’s pretty in spite of its pelt, snout, and greeny-blue eyes. It’s Lena. The hair on her head and snout is clumped with birdberry dye. “Peekie-boop, Jacky! Peekie-b—”

He draws Maeve’s Glock from the docker’s clutch, lightning-quick, and snaps off a shot. She pulls back with—what else?—an animal’s speed, but not before he sees a spatter of blood fly from the side of her head. She screams in pain and anger. “You’ll pay for that! Wolfs will make you payAHROOOO!”

Ryall starts to get up. Jack and Mary yank him back down. Another streak of light, another missile whooshing overhead. It takes another chunk out of the sidewall. Whatever they are shooting is smaller than the Dragonfires. Some kind of field-ordnance, Jack supposes.

If they think to put one of those rockets into the overhang, they’ll bring it down on top of us.

More whispering above. Jack is only able to catch one word, but that’s enough to terrify him. In the speech, it’s gulka. It means fuel.

Jack hands Mary his Glock. “If that hairy-face bitch peek-a-boos again, blow her fucking head off. Don’t let Ry do something stupid and get himself killed. I need to go back down.”

“Jack? What—”

“No time. They’re going to try to burn us out.”

He crawls the first ten feet. Once he’s protected beneath the overhang, he gets up and sprints for Goldie. The Spinner was a freak for weapons, and as well as the SAW and the .50-cal—both too heavy—there’s something like an AR-15 with a banana clip, and a Dragonfire missile launcher. He grabs the launcher, rams back the receiver, and loads it. He tries to pick up another couple of Dragonfires, aware that one or more may be duds, but his hands are shaking and it’s hard to handle them.

“Gimme that,” Ry snarls from behind Jack’s right shoulder and rips the launcher out of Jack’s hands. If Jack’s finger had been on the trigger, he would have fired it into Lazaro and blown up half of their cargo.

“Ry, wait!”

Ry pays no attention. He pelts up the ramp, shouldering the launcher. Jack follows with three more missiles in his arms and the M2 stuck down the front of his pants, a picture that would have looked comical under other conditions. Not under these. The moment Ry’s head appears over the lefthand wall bordering the ramp, there are a couple of gunshots and a bah-bolt, which misses him only because he slips in Alice’s blood.

Ry swivels to the left and triggers the missile. It’s not a dud. Smoke and fire belches from the back of the launcher as it flies. There’s an explosion, followed by screams and howls and agonized cries of Wolf-Wolf.

There are more gunshots, but only a few. Jack guesses they don’t have many firearms, or don’t know how to use them. But there are more bah-bolts; they fly around Ry on both sides of his head.

Jack drops the Dragonfire missiles, hoping they won’t explode when they hit the ramp, and pulls the M2. The Wolf-woman, Lena, appears over the edge of the ramp. Her birdberry dye has been aided by the blood running down the side of her half-human face. She has an ancient longbarreled pistol, what would be called a Buntline Special on America-side. Jack pulls the trigger of the AR-15. Nothing happens. He looks down and sees the safety is on.

Lena raises her antique revolver, her upper lip lifted from teeth that are more like fangs. Jack thinks Oh shit and realizes that will be his last thought. But before Lena can fire, Mary is beside him, bracing her right wrist with her left hand. She fires the Glock twice. Lena’s head snaps back and Jack sees her eyes roll up to whites. She rocks forward, tumbles onto the ramp, and tries to get up in spite of the fact that the left side of her head is mostly gone. Ry kicks her over onto her back and stamps down on her throat, oblivious of the bah-bolts flying around him.

Jack grabs him by one ankle and jerks him off his feet. The missile launcher clatters to the ramp. Richard pounces on it with his front paws, stopping its slide.

“Are you hurt?” Jack asks him. “Did they get you?”

“No. Never did.”

“Shaaacky!” Another growling voice, this one male. “One of yours, one of ours! Evens! Wolf! We let you go now, all right? Wolf-aROOO! Battle over, all right?” Could it be the brother of Lilith? The only thin one in a family of fatties? Intuition has nothing to say about that, but it would be hideously perfect.

“Don’t trust you!” Jack shouts. “Ulrich!”

“How you know my name?”

Jack makes no reply. He’s still holding Ry by one ankle. Mary has the other one. The big man is trembling as if full of electricity. That Jack doesn’t trust Ulrich, the Wolf that has replaced Lena, is a given, but he needs time. There are probably other ways out of here, but he doesn’t have the slightest idea where they are and they have no time to find them.

“I killed your sister, Ulrich! She bled like a pig!”

The response to this is a howl of fury.

Jack can hear the faint rumble of a truck. There were tankers parked on the far side of the fueling station, and he guesses that what he hears approaching is one of them. His shaggy road buddy was afraid to even get in a motor vehicle—but the minds of these Wolfs are part of the hive mind now. It’s very easy to imagine a hose flopped over the edge of the ramp, and high-octane gas flooding down its steel slope into the motor pool. Then… one of those missiles… even a road flare…

“I want your word, Ulrich!” Jack shouts. “Your word as Wolfs sworn to protect the herd!”

“Yar, you have our true word AROOOO!” The response is far too quick and eager; Jack isn’t the only one playing for time.

There are more hoarse, whispered voices. How many are there? After he left Hold 19 with Mrs. T., Jack saw about a dozen in the pack, but some of those might have stood with Seth, and against the power of the hive mind. Which is the power of the Gullet. So maybe eight. All Jack can do is hope that the remaining Wolfs are clustered around Ulrich. He thinks they will be; it’s the way of Wolfs faced with a common enemy. He remembers that from his Wolf.

He picks up the missile launcher, hoping it’s not too damaged to fire. God and Gan bless Mary Klee, she’s already got one of the Dragonfires he dropped on the floor. She holds it out to him. He takes it, rams open the receiver, and inserts one of the missiles, hoping it’s not a dud.

“You know my name, I’m Jacky. You’re Ully.”

“Ulrich! Wolf!”

“You have forgotten the face of your father, Ully.” The truck is louder now. Almost at the ramp. Jack hopes he’ll see it, or at least its shadow, but he can’t count on it.

“Ulrich! ULRICH! AROOO! I spit on my father! I spit on my mother!” This sally is greeted by more rough laughter. It isn’t Warren Zevon Jack thinks of now, but H.G. Wells’s manimals in The Island of Dr. Moreau. Jack imagines them out there, armed with bahs and rusty old guns, wearing overalls and perhaps smoking rollies. Waiting for one of their number to get the gasoline truck in place.

“Let me do it,” Ry says, and tries to grab the launcher.

“Nar.” He’s afraid that if he gives Ry their weapon, he’ll shoot at the Wolfs instead of the truck, and if he misses… there goes your ballgame.

Ry tugs harder. “I owe it to her! Dirty bushwhackers!”

“Ry, he’s dinh,” Mary says. “Do what he says.”

Ry reluctantly lets go.

There is a shadow of the truck. Its distorted shape slides across the right sidewall, meaning it’s on the left side, where the growling voices are coming from.

Richard suddenly runs up the ramp, zigging and zagging, sprinting so low to the ramp that his bellyfur brushes it. There are shouts of surprise and a grunted word that might (or might not) be throcken. Mary screams in surprise and horror as a bah-bolt flies just above Richard’s blood-dampened back.

Jack knows a diversion when he sees one. He stands, steps forward, and sees a green tanker truck. The printing on the rusty side doesn’t say EXXON or CHEVRON; it’s more of those squirming idiograms. The placket on the side is clear enough, however. It shows an open flame with a red line running through it on the diagonal.

The Wolfs are standing nearby, their pelts dyed birdberry red in streaks and gobbits. They are looking at Richard, firing at Richard, as the bumbler streaks over the dusty, rock-studded ground to the right of the ramp. A bah buries itself in the dirt inches from his hindquarters, and a bullet puffs up sand near his head.

Jack has plenty of time to shoulder the launcher and fire, would even have time to reload if the first one turns out to be a dud. But if he takes that time, Richard will certainly be killed. He counts on his improved reflexes and fires from the hip. The Dragonfire streaks across the short distance. With his newly acute vision, Jack can actually see its shadow sail across the rocky ground.

Mary has gone after Richard, and is beyond Jack’s reach. He grabs Ry around his thick neck and yanks him off his feet. How many times in the last four or six minutes has he pulled this troublesome hoodlum over? Jack has lost count. He screams at Mary, “GET DOW—”

Then the world blows up.
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Actually, it’s only the tanker that blows, and Jack will never know that’s another echo, this one of the Shell truck that blew up in downtown Hemingford Home.

A wave of heat washes overhead. Pieces of metal rain down. Jack is up immediately, knowing he’s too late, that Mary and Richard are both dead. Then he hears her screaming. He races up the ramp, eyes momentarily dazzled by the fire and the day’s brilliant summerlight. He sees her through rafters of black smoke that are blowing from left to right. Her hair is mostly burned off and her shirt is on fire. Richard is in her arms. His fur is also mostly burned off, giving him a piebald look. What remains of it is charred, smudged, and bloody.

Jack grabs her. She releases Richard, who staggers two steps and collapses. Jack rolls Mary on the rocky, sandy ground until the flames on her shirt die. The skin of her torso is blistered, and blood is running out of her hair, but the other pieces of shrapnel seem to have missed her, just as the bah-bolts missed Ry.

Something on the White-side of things is watching out for us, Jack thinks.

“Richard!” Mary shouts. “Oh my God, Richard!”

Richard gets to his feet and shakes himself, spraying droplets of blood. He staggers toward Mary. She kneels and holds out her burned arms for him.

Jack turns and sees the remains of the tanker are boiling with fire. The charred silhouette of the Wolf who drove it is slumped over the steering stick.

It couldn’t have been full. If it had been, we would have been flash-fried along with the Wolfs.

Ry is strolling through the oily black smoke, coughing but seemingly otherwise oblivious of both the heat and various severed limbs. He’s got the AR. From around the burning hulk of the truck comes one surviving Wolf, a furry, slope-shouldered creature at least seven feet tall. On Ulrich’s head is the remains of a drop-rider’s jug hat with the brim slit on the sides to allow his hairy, red-dyed ears to poke through. His face is badly burned and his parboiled eyes see nothing.

“Wolf?” he chokes. “Wolf-Wolf?”

“Right here,” Ry says, and raises the AR.

The survivor turns hopefully toward the sound of Ry’s hoarse voice.

“I hope hell is hot enough for you,” Ry says. He pulls the trigger.

He has figured out the safety.
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The four survivors—Jack, Ry, Mary, Richard—camp for the night in Hold 19. There is more plasum in Alice’s gunna, and Jack uses most of it on Mary’s burns. He wishes to God and Gan that he could give her painkillers—aspirin would be good, Percocet even better—but he has none and doesn’t dare flip back to America-side this close to the Gullet. It might be all right; it might not. In the end, he doesn’t dare. The stakes are too high. There’s probably an infirmary here somewhere, and he’ll have a gleep as soon as he’s able. He has an idea that any medicine he discovers might be all right—so many other things are—but if he can’t read the labels, whatever he finds might hurt instead of help. Might even kill.

“Stop worrying,” she says in a croaky voice. “That plasmatic stuff is good enough.”

“I can’t put it on Richard,” Jack says. “He snaps at me when I try.”

“I’ll do it.” She takes Richard in her blistered arms and rubs the plasum into the billy-bumbler’s burned patches. The bumbler doesn’t like it, but he holds still for it. For her.

“I could use some of that before it’s all gone.” Ry holds out his reddened arms.

“No one asked you to take a pasear around a burning oil-tanker,” she says. “You’ll live.”

In the old days, Ry would have snapped back at her. Now he simply sits with his back against the wall and clasps his hands behind his lowered head.

In those same old days, Mary would never have apologized, but it seems these are the new days. “That was mean. Say sorry.”

“Do’ya.” An all-purpose term that in this case might mean apology accepted or I hear you or please shut up now.

“There’s a little more,” she tells Jack. “Give it to him.”

“You could use some on your head, Mary.” In the three or four places where her hair has been burned away, her scalp looks scalded.

“I’m all right. Go on.”

Jack crosses to Ry. “Hold out your arms.”

Jack rubs the last bits of plasum into his forearms. Still without looking up, Ry thanks him.

“I’m sorry for your loss,” Jack says.

Still with his eyes on the floor, Ry says, “Don’t be dumb, big boy. To quote the great Muddy Waters, you can’t lose what you ain’t never had.”

“I’m still sorry. For all of us.”

Ry looks up at him. His eyes are red. It’s smoke; it’s sorrow. “I’ll see her dying until the end of my life. I’ll try to see her like she was, how pretty and how strong, how she screamed Riza when she threw her plate, but the last of her will keep getting in the way. Her end.”

“That will change,” Mary says. “Give it time.”

“We don’t have time,” Ry says. “None of us do. I don’t even think we’ll get to this Gash, or Gullet, or whatever you want to call it. Every hand is raised against us.”

“We’ll get there,” Jack says.

“How can you believe that?”

“The voices,” Mary says… and before Jack can.

Ry flaps a hand toward their trucks. “Even those boxes… what do you call them lately? Because they sure aren’t boxes anymore.”

“Blobs.”

Ry manages a sour grin. “Yar, blobs, good name for them. They lie, you know. That one Mary’s carrying told me Sammy the Bull flipped. Turned state’s evidence against Dapper Charlie. Took a deal. Fucking Sammy would never turn. Not if you pulled his fingernails out. They lie, those voices. I bet even the bumbler knows they lie.”

Jack doesn’t correct him. It would do no good. He points first at Sorcerer, then Lazaro. “They’re quiet, at least for now. Sleeping.”

“Then we better get them there quick,” Ry says. “Fuckers are dangerous.”

“Hopefully dangerous to whatever’s widening that crack in the earth,” Jack says. He’s thinking of the redheads, but also of that single-worded sign: FORBADE. “We can hope.”

Mary says, “What if they’re good?”

Richard, who hardly ever speaks, echoes her: “Good?”

Ry laughs. It’s a jagged sound that turns into a cough. “For days now you’ve been hearing how you fucked up on national TV, and you think that might be good?”

“Hestin said—”

“Hestin’s got his own, what do you call it, agenda.”

Jack thinks Ryall is right about that. The thing is, he thinks Mary might be right, too. The one thing he’s sure of is that the voice from the blob is trying to pierce his amnesia about the end of his boyhood trip. He doesn’t know why, but he’s begun to sense a certain desperation.

“I believe…” Mary pauses. Winces. Jack thinks that, in spite of the plasum, she has to be in great pain. “I believe sai Hestin wanted us to succeed. He knew some of us would die, is all. Maybe all of us but you, Jack.”

Jack shakes his head. “Do’ya not even think it, let alone say it. I am not Roland of fucking Gilead.”

“What about the guy in the movie?” Ry asks. “Didn’t he live?”

To this Jack makes no reply.

Mary asks, “Will those gray blobs work, do you think? If we get them there, will they actually stop that thing growing?”

“They better,” Ry growls. “After all this death… after Alice… they just better. What do you say, big boy? What do you say, o great dinh?”

Jack would like to give them hope and a reason to go on, but after all they’ve been through, they deserve the truth, not a bunch of empty rah-rah. So he says, “I don’t know. Try to get some sleep, because we leave in the morning. We have to finish this as fast as we can.”

Ry says, “Do’ya.”
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Neither Ry nor Mary want anything to do with the rooms deeper in the hold, ghosts or no ghosts. They bed down in the kitchen. With their burns—Ry’s no worse than a bad sunburn, Mary’s more severe—Jack doubts if they’ll sleep much. He doesn’t expect much, either, and decides to spend the night in the motor pool.

He takes blankets from the back of Francesca, swaddles himself, and stares up into the darkness, mentally retracing his first trip from Hold 19 to the Gullet. Trying to remember the various obstacles he met along the way.

His mind turns from that to a book he read in college, back when he could still clearly remember his boyhood adventures in the Territories. That clarity ended when he was shot.

The book was The Hero with a Thousand Faces, by Joseph Campbell. Jack never considered himself a hero; other than in adventure tales, few children could ever be considered heroic. Kids rarely do; they are done to. Jack at twelve was the same, but in other ways, it all seemed to fit: the journey, the search, the temptations, the abyss (which perfectly described both the Oatley Tap and the Sunlight Home), the ultimate victory.

Was there a victory? Were big P and big C vanquished? They must have been; his mother lived for years after that New Hampshire

(exile)

vacation.

Now he is on another journey—an echo of that first—and once again he feels less like a hero and more like a tool. Hestin’s tool, perhaps. Mary said I think he wanted us to succeed, but how much faith can he put in the conclusions of a failed psychic with a drinking problem?

That wouldn’t be precognition, it would be blind hope.

So thinking, Jack falls asleep.
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He wakes later that night, with no idea how little or long he’s slept. He sits up and reaches for the Glock, which is once more seated in the docker’s clutch. He strains his ears to hear what woke him, but there’s nothing. Nothing at all. That’s when he realizes it isn’t a noise that woke him but the absence of noise. The voices of the blobs have ceased.

A shadow moves, closing in. Jack half-draws the Glock before seeing a pair of gleaming eyes. Richard puts his paws on Jack’s leg.

Then, from across the room, a single word, his name. It’s Mary.

The canvas sides of Lazaro have been drawn away. She’s standing at the back of the truck. When Jack stands up, a few of the motor pool’s working motion-activated lights stutter on, and by their glow he sees two things. The gray blob has grown until it fills the entire bed of the truck. The crate and any goods and gunna they brought from Dezi have been swallowed. The blob is now a pond, and this time it hasn’t just taken Mary’s hand. It’s taken her whole arm.

“I think I’m all right.” Mary sounds weirdly calm.

Ry comes in from the kitchen, head down, shirt unbuttoned to show a pelt of salt-and-pepper hair on his chest. He’s got one of the bolt pistols in his right hand and the AR-15 in his left.

“I was dozing and the voices woke me up,” he says, then shakes his head, as if to clear it. “I mean the no voices woke me up. Mary’s gone, and—” Then he sees her. “Jesus!”

“Quiet,” Jack says.

“There’s no need to be quiet,” Mary says. “They’re wide awake.”






33

[image: Mary Klee charges forward carrying Richard over her shoulder as they race through a devastated landscape.]
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The two men hurry to Mary. Richard gets on his hind legs and puts his singed front paws on Mary’s calf, looking up anxiously. The redness has mostly left her cheeks and brow. That might be the plasum, but the blisters are also gone.

“I couldn’t sleep,” she says. “The pain was so bad. The voice of the blob—my blob—was going on and on, telling me all the stuff I’d give anything to forget, about how David Hartman asked me if I was drunk, only he put it more politely, asked if I was ‘under the influence of alcohol because you’re slurring,’ and when I told him he was a candy-ass he kind of laughed and said it would be a good time to go to a commercial, and when the director or producer or whatever he was said ‘We’re out,’ he told me the interview was over. The voice from the truck said, ‘They told you to get lost, which was a polite way of telling you to fuck off,’ and then it stopped, and—”

“Mary,” Ry says. “Your face… it’s better!”

“I know. I can feel it.” She smiles. Doing that would have hurt her a few hours ago. “The voice stopped. Then another voice—not Hestin but like Hestin—told me to put my arm in the plasum and I’d be healed. The word it said wasn’t plasum, it was something else, some word I didn’t know and can’t remember, but I knew what it meant and I decided to do it even if it was a lie because anything would be better than the burns. Even being swallowed whole, because then the pain would stop. But you see? It said true. The burns are gone.”

It isn’t just that her face and arms are free of the blisters and her lips are no longer cracked. It’s not even that a fuzz of hair—white instead of dishwater blonde—has already started to cover the bald patches.

She looks like all the years of drinking and hard living are being wiped away.

“If we help, can you pull your arm free?” Ry asks.

“I can do it, but it hasn’t finished with me yet.”

No; it hasn’t. Before Jack’s eyes he can see lines around her mouth and on her forehead—even the tiny crow’s feet around her eyes—being erased. He has seen amazing things in the Territories, everything from flying men to a huge plunja hypnotized by a billy-bumbler a tenth its size, but nothing that comes close to this.

“I don’t trust it,” Ry says. “It’s crazy. It’s eating you, Mare!”

“No. It’s true I’m nourishing it, but it’s also nourishing me.” She actually laughs. “We’re sharing breakfast.”

Richard whines.

“I’ll pick you up soon,” Mary promises. “Jack, what about your missing finger?”

Jack doesn’t know what to say. He only shakes his head.
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Ten minutes later, Mary pulls her hand and arm from the gray mass without help and without any visible damage. Her skin is once more white and pruney, as if it’s spent a long time in warm water. Jack and Ry are both still tired—too much action, too little sleep—but Mary is bright and lively. Rejuvenated. She insists on cooking them an early meal in the kitchen. She opens two cans of the Dinty Moore Beef Stew and puts it on the one burner of the electric stove that still works.

“After you get something to eat, you boys can go back to sleep,” she says. “I’ll keep an eye out for trouble. Not a bit sleepy.”

“Not going to wait until we’re asleep and then kill us, are you?” Ry asks. He might be joking. “Followed by yourself?”

Mary laughs. “Never in life. I wish there was bread. My mother always served bread with Irish stew. Which this sort of is.”

Jack: “Mary, are you high?”

She shakes her head. “Just happy. Relieved. It’s so good to have the pain gone. It was true-bad. The only problem I have—” She touches her head. “It itches where the hair is growing back.”

She serves them bowls of Dinty Moore, which tastes to Jack as good as it did when he was a little kid, and their Los Angeles cook—Mrs. Esperanza—would sometimes serve it to him for lunch. And yes, always with bread and butter. He and Ry each eat a bowl; Mary goes back for seconds. Then thirds.

“Think about putting your hand in one of the blobs,” Mary says. “I’m not saying it would regrow your finger… but I’m not saying it wouldn’t.”

“I still don’t trust this,” Ry says. “It’s too convenient.”

Jack is tempted to sink his hand into the gray mass (even if it didn’t regrow his finger, it might ease the pain in the stump), but he declines. Still, he thinks Mary is right and Ry is wrong. Convenience sometimes happens. It’s like shit that way.

“What do you know, Mary?”

She wipes gravy from her mouth unselfconsciously with her sleeve and says, “You know already. Don’t you?”

“Maybe, but I want you to say it.”

“They were sleeping, just like we thought, but their sleep has been thinning ever since we took them.”

“We weren’t supposed to bump them or even joggle them,” Jack says. “We even put them in sand to insulate them. That part really wasn’t bullshit, was it?”

“No. You can shake someone who’s fast asleep, or yell to wake them up, but it’s apt to make that person mad. You might even get a punch in the face. So yes, we were supposed to be very careful. I think they’ve been sleeping for a long time. Many and many-a. Centuries, maybe.”

Jack doesn’t think the boxes—the things that looked like boxes to start with—were made by North Central Positronics. The NCPers built science-based stuff: cars and trucks and guns and Dragonfire missiles. The gray things have nothing to do with such rational matters. When it came to the blobs, North Central Positronics weren’t creators but custodians. And guardians. FORBADE for a reason. Because yes, those gray things are dangerous. Anything that has the power to heal has the power to destroy. Also, there’s that sense of déjà vu.

Ballroom, he thinks. Silver Lady, he thinks… and almost knows why. It has to do with those blobs.

“I think it was the tanker truck exploding that woke them up all the way,” she says. “I don’t know that for a fact, but I’m pretty sure.”

“And the voices?” Jack prompts. “Telling us about the past? Sometimes maybe the future?”

“I don’t know,” Mary says. “But I think it’s about you, Jack.”

“Are you saying he really is the reincarnation of Roland of Gilead?” Ry asks.

“No. This is a different echo. Who had cancer and pneumonia, Jack? Your mother, wasn’t it?”

“Yes.”

“What has that got to do with us?”

“Something about the Talisman. I had to get the Talisman. It was a ball. A glowing ball. At least I think so.”

“Where did you get it?”

“I walked in Mid-World—what I called the Territories back then—and hitchhiked on America-side. I got Richard at his school, Thayer School—more or less kidnapped him—and after that we flipped to the Territories and took the train. Richard and I.”

Ry: “What train?”

“It’s hard to explain. Pay and I came to The Depot all those years later. That depot is where the Original Redheads, Kinneston and Speckhoffer, killed him. Back then, when I was trying to save my mother, my friend and I—Richard, I named the bumbler after him—we took this little train and we came to… well…”

“Where?” Mary asks.

“I could remember all that before the Kinderling bitch shot me, but now I can’t! I just remember we sped up and I told Richard he had just time enough to do the Fish Cheer. You probably don’t remember that, but—”

“I do,” Ry says. “Country Joe and the Fish. ‘What’s that spell? What’s that spell?’ ”

“I remember, too.” Mary is smiling. “I didn’t go to Woodstock, but I saw the movie. What happened, Jack? What happened to you and Richard? Is he still alive?”

“He is, but I can’t remember what happened next. I can remember it was Camp Readiness, not Camp Resolution, but as to what it was… or where…” He shakes his head.

Ry: “Enough with fond memories of your childhood. I’m sure it was very exciting and full of fun—”

“Not fun,” Jack says. “Never fun. It was scary and lonely.”

“Okay, understood, but let’s get back to now. Are you saying those gray things are on our side?”

Mary says, “They are strong, whatever they are. And yes, I believe they’re on our side. But we have to get them there.”

Ry looks at her curiously. “How much have you changed, girl?”

Jack doubts if she knows herself.
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With his belly full of hot food, Ry rolls into his blanket and is soon snoring. Mary stacks their dirty dishes in the sink—quietly, so as not to wake him. Jack goes back to the motor pool and pushes aside the canvas drapes at the rear of Sorcerer. As in Lazaro, the gray thing that looked like a box in the Arrowhead’s deepest chamber, then like a blob, is now a small still pond—rectangular, hemmed in by the truckbed’s steel sides. Palle Dawson’s crate is buried. So are the goods that were stored here. Jack reckons they’ll have to resupply before they leave, stowing their fresh gunna around the armaments atop Francesca and in the sleeping compartment at the back of the cab. With only three of them now, Goldie will be left behind.

He reaches out the hand that’s short a finger, hesitates, then places it on the gray surface of the thing. He’s remembering how the spider bites disappeared from Mary’s hand and arm. How her burns were erased—not to mention the lines around her lips and eyes. The gray thing is warm, giving, pliable. He thinks again of how it’s almost like cupping Sophie’s breast. He pushes lightly, expecting his hand to submerge, but it doesn’t. He pushes harder. There’s some give, but no immersion. What comes instead is a memory.

There were knights guarding what I came for. Back when Jack was Jacky, twelve years old, almost at the end of his quest. It was the last trial on the road of trials. I fought them, with a… a…

“With a guitar pick,” he says. “It was Speedy’s. But one of those knights had a… a… what?”

He pushes harder on the gray mass that fills the back of Sorcerer, and it comes to him.

“It was a martel de fer! A battle-hammer! Huge! Terrible! But I fought them with the pick, and I won! I won!”

But why? And why does he think he was partly Jason, the Queen’s son who was murdered by Morgan Sloat’s Twinner?

Jack says, “I had to fight because those knights were guarding the Talisman.”

For a moment he almost has all of it

(ballroom)

(big C meet big P)

but then it slips away.

Not yet, the voice from the gray thing—the blob—whispers. Not yet.

He takes his hand off the blob. His little finger is still gone, but so is the pain. The red stump is covered with regrown skin, still faintly pink.

Like a baby’s cheek, he thinks.

The rest will come when I need it, he thinks. Silver Lady is the key that opens the door.

He lies down on his makeshift mattress. The few motion-activated lights that still work go out. Jack stares up into the darkness. The voices are silent, and that’s a relief. Now there’s only the soft sound of a nightwind and the faint, oily smell of the burned-out gasoline truck.

Before falling asleep, he decides that he will swap vehicles with Mary—he will drive Lazaro, she will drive Sorcerer. Because in the Friedkin movie, only Jackie and Sorcerer survived the trip. He knows that believing that changing trucks will change future disasters is pure superstition. He knows it, and yet the idea of fucking up that echo is very attractive.

He’s trying to decide whether to put Ry’s gunwagon ahead or behind Sorcerer and Lazaro. It might be important. He’s still considering this when he drifts into a dream. In it he’s in Long Wind Cemetery and the identical Destry twins are standing before him.

“Ka is a wheel,” says Aaron.

“It always comes back to where it began,” says Moses.

And together: “It’s the wheel on which you will live or be broken.”
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Jack wakes up with Ry shaking him. “Can’t find Mary. The bumbler, either.”

Before Jack can be alarmed, Mary strolls into the motor pool with Richard trotting beside her. She’s wearing a fresh red coverall and her hair is pulled back in a ponytail. She looks radiant. That’s the only word for it.

“I woke up and you weren’t there,” Ry says. “You scared the hell out of me.”

“I couldn’t sleep, so I went exploring. Found some fresh clothes. Tried to shower, but the water ran out before I could do more than rinse off. It had a mineral smell, too. You like this red on me?” She does a runway model twirl.

Ry says, “It’s a little saggy in the butt.”

She snorts. “Thankee-sai.”

“Otherwise it fits fairly well.”

“Do’ya say so? Here’s some advice—your technique needs some work if you’re going to get a girlfriend.”

“If you’re offering—”

“I’m not.”

“You look good,” Jack says. She looks better than that. Her immersion in the gray stuff has refreshed her in all sorts of ways.

“You could have at least left me a note,” Ry grumbles.

“With what? No paper, no pens, no pencils.”

“Could have written it in the dust on the counter. Just Back soon, all good.”

“Now you’re carping,” Mary says cheerily. “I got my own scare, if it makes you feel any better. Walked into one of those rooms, and there was a girl in there. Very pretty and hardly dressed. I almost screamed before I saw it was a projection.”

“Stars on her shorts?” Jack says.

“Yar. You saw her when you were here before?”

“I did. It gave me a jump, too.”

“We ought to get out of here,” Ry says. He looks haggard. Jack has an idea that if only thoughts might have kept him awake. Jack has had his share of those.

“Right you are,” Jack says. “Mary?”

“What?”

That look makes him want to ask what she really went exploring for, because he doesn’t think it was just to find some fresh duds and a shower. But would she tell him the truth? He doesn’t think so. But he’s curious about something else.

“Who taught you to shoot?”

“Huh?”

“When you fired my gun, you had your right hand braced with your left. Shooter’s stance. Where did you learn that?”

“Dirty Harry.”

Ry rolls his eyes. “Oh my God. Gan, too.”

Jack says, “Look at this.” He holds up his hand. His pinky looks like it’s had years to heal instead of just days.

“The blob did that?” Mary asks.

“Yes. Although my hand wouldn’t go in, even when I pushed.”

“Still, wow! That’s great!”

Jack begins to tell them he remembers more, but doesn’t. There’s a saying in Mid-World: Time will finish what it started but only when it likes.

Jack decides to believe it.



5

Ry doesn’t ask permission, just takes the lead in their reduced convoy as they travel southwest toward the Gullet. Ry undoubtedly realizes this will put him in the unenviable position of being first to any ambush, and with no gunner topside his chances of survival will be small, but a kind of predestinate gloom has enveloped the big man since the death of Alice Stines. Mary refuses to switch vehicles with Jack, and her reasoning is hard to argue with.

“The front of your truck is majorly busted up, and you say it pulls to the right. No way I’m dealing with that for however many days we still have to travel. Also…” She pats the dusty hood of Lazaro. “I’ve gotten used to this old boy. Someone else has, too.” She points to Richard, already curled up in the passenger seat.

There are plenty of other trucks in the motor pool, all in better condition than Sorcerer, but how could he possibly transfer the gray thing, which Ry has started referring to as El Grande Plasum? By now it has to weigh seven hundred pounds, maybe more. Also, Jack has a sneaking feeling (not an intuition, that is still muted) that El Grandes might not like the change. So, reluctantly, feeling once again more like a tool than a man wielding the tool, Jack gives in.

Some dinh I turned out to be, he thinks.
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His watch is stopped, so Jack has no idea when they finally leave Hold 19, driving past the burned-out hulk of the gas tanker and the litter of dismembered Wolfs, but by the position of the sun he thinks it must be about nine o’ the clock. The road is no longer the Riven Road; a leaning, dusty sign they pass reads (in English) Giledee Rode, which Jack takes as the old-school spelling of Gilead. Eating Ry’s dust (as he supposes Mary is eating his), he wonders if the “Giledee Rode” actually travels to that mystic, mythic city where the Deschain family once supposedly lived and ruled. Might as well wonder if there’s really a pot of gold at the end of the rainbow, he thinks.

Around noon, he sees ravines zigzagging to the left and right of the Giledee Rode. He remembers them well from his first trip. Ry gives a double tap on his horn and they all pull over. Ry points to the one on the right. “I don’t suppose that’d be the world-famous Gullet?”

“No. If we were near the Gullet, you’d feel it.”

“I do feel it.”

“So do I,” Mary says. “A kind of light pull.”

“You’ll feel it more. Meantime, we might as well have some lunch. What’s tasty, Ry?”

“When it comes to tasty, you’re out of luck. I made half a dozen fish popkins before we left. Added some spices, which probably don’t have any zing left to them. No mayonnaise, accourse.”

“Uck,” Mary says.

“Choke em down, senorita. If we’re going to do this, let’s get it done. That means moving right along. Do you have a problem with that, my dinh?”

Jack chooses to ignore the sarcasm. “No. But there’s another bridge up ahead. Mrs. Talbot—my Binny Ding—called it Bridge 775.”

“Oh God,” Ry says. “Talk about repetition.”

“This one’s pretty rickety.”

“Not as bad as the last one, I hope,” Mary says.

“Don’t think so, but I wish at least one of these trucks had an onboard computer. Not only did Mrs. Talbot tell jokes, she had skills.”

“Francesca had a navigation system that talked,” Ry says. “George thought that was just the cat’s ass. It stopped working the second day.”

Mary says, “Mine was like the one on Winola. It said, ‘Software updating, this may take some time.’ After that, nothing.”

“Mrs. T.—my Binny—did some kind of sonar juju and said the likelihood of the bridge failing was only eight percent. Of course these trucks are heavier, especially with the Grande Plasums onboard.”

“Francesca’s apt to be heaviest of all,” Mary says. “It’s loaded with gunna and food from the hold, plus those weapons.”

Jack: “If there’s a way around Bridge 775, we ought to take it.”

“How are we supposed to dope out a detour with no nav systems?” Ry asks. “Figured that out, o great dinh?”

Jack holds his temper. It’s not easy. He says, “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.”

Mary points a finger at him and says, “I see what you did there.”
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It’s close to the end of day when they reach 775. Seeing it ahead, Jack remembers the bridge over the None, and feels a flutter of dread. Last time he was here, he engaged Mrs. T.’s autopilot and walked across the bridge behind her. That isn’t a luxury any of them have this time.

We need to find a way around.

He gives a double bip on his horn, the signal to pull over. Mary does, swinging in behind him. Ry doesn’t. In fact, he speeds up. Jack hits the horn again, first another double tap, then a long blast. Ry pays no attention. Pulling a rooster tail of dust behind the gunwagon he named after a girl he crushed on in high school, he rolls onto the bridge at good speed under a sky that’s turning end-of-day red in the west.

Jack gets out of Sorcerer, and Mary joins him at a dead run. “Is he crazy?” she pants.

“No,” Jack says. “Griefstruck.”

They stand together, watching and waiting for Ryall’s ending… which Ry actually seems to want.

The bridge groans and sways above the rocky drywash. The .50-cal and SAW swing drunkenly back and forth on their pivots. As Francesca approaches the far end, the slant of the rusty bridge steepens, and Jack hears a grinding sound as Ry shifts first into a lower gear, then into four-wheel. The gunwagon hesitates, back wheels spinning, then lurches off the bridge and onto the far bank. They watch as Ry wheels it around so the front end faces the bridge. Having the winch at the ready is a kind thought, but Jack doesn’t think it will do much good if the bridge disassembles while he or Mary is crossing it.

Ry gets out and walks to the edge of the bridge. He beckons with both arms in a commala-come-come gesture.

He gets into his truck and is about to shut the door when Mary grabs his arm. “That big truck of his may have weakened it too much,” she says.

“FIDO.”

“What?”

“Fuck it, drive on.” Jack slams the door and puts Sorcerer in gear. He rolls toward the bridge, telling himself he’s insane. He remembers his mother telling him once that macho and moron are synonyms for idiot. If the bridge disassembles, will the Grande Plasum save him? Levitate the truck? Float it to the other side of the dry gulch? It would be nice to think so.

He tells himself that if he goes down, Mary will be saved. That she’ll find a way around. Maybe meet up with Ry, maybe not.

She’ll do it. Or try.

Then he’s on the bridge. It gives off a punk-rock symphony of shrieks that sound like guitar feedback. He feels a thud that comes through the floor and up his legs. He thinks It’s five minutes to nine in Paris and I’m gone, but it’s only a space where one of the metal slats has broken through. He rolls on, fixing his gaze on Ry, who’s slowly getting closer.

His truck’s crumpled nose tilts up. Jack shifts into Sorcerer’s four-wheel drive and floors it. Rear wheels spinning, front wheels grabbing, the truck pitches onto solid ground, almost running into the front end of Ry’s truck.

“Back it up, get it out of the way!” Jack shouts. “If she goes down, that winch won’t help her!”

Ry backs Francesca up with no backtalk. He sprints to where Jack is standing. Jack can hardly believe he’s still alive.

“She better not try it,” Ry says. “Half a dozen of those metal slats are gone now.”

“Too late.”

Mary backs up to gain speed, revs twice, then rolls onto the bridge. Jack can see her face, white and determined. Richard is peering through his side of the windshield, front paws braced against the dashboard. Tortured metal howls. Bolts pop with a sound like gunfire. The bridge rocks from side to side. When she reaches the far end, Jack considers it a miracle. 775 is sagging badly now, the bridge slanting up steeply. Mary tries to downshift. Lazaro backfires and stalls out. When she engages the clutch to restart the engine, the truck rolls backward further onto the groaning bridge.

“Ah, fuck a duck,” Ry says, and runs onto the bridge. Lazaro’s driver’s side mirror hits him in the chest as he skirts the cab. He totters over the edge. Mary opens her door and screams, “Grab on, asshole!”

Ry grabs the door, plunges through a broken slat up to the knee, then hauls himself up (losing a boot in the process). He swings into the cab.

There are twanging sounds as the cables underpinning the bridge begin letting go one by one. Jack stands aside, able to do nothing but watch as Ry elbows Mary into the passenger seat, stomps both the clutch and the brake, and restarts Lazaro. The engine howls as he revs it. The tailpipe belches blue-black smoke. Lazaro roars up the last incline just as the supports on the other end let go. Seconds after the truck reaches solid ground, Bridge 775 falls into the gulch like a steel snake, landing in a puff of dust.

Bridges are Twinners, too, I guess, Jack thinks.

Ry turns off the engine and gets out. Mary dismounts from the passenger side with Richard in her arms and walks around Lazaro’s hood.

“Women drivers,” Ry says, shaking his head.

Mary doesn’t hesitate; still holding Richard against her chest with one arm, she pistons back the other, makes a fist, and pops Ry in the mouth. He wasn’t expecting it, and almost falls over. Mary looks at him, eyebrows raised as if asking if he wants some more. Richard doesn’t snarl, but bares his teeth. Jack grabs the butt of his gun, but doesn’t draw it. At least not yet.

Ry starts to laugh. Richard’s teeth disappear. Ry dabs blood from his split lower lip with the heel of his hand and says, “If I’d known you were going to take it so personally, I’d’ve kept my mouth shut.”

“Good idea,” Mary says. “Save it for next time.”

“Let’s call it a day,” Jack says. “Unless you want to go another round.”

Ry goes to the edge of the drywash that was the Thomas River (and will be again, at least temporarily, after the next hard downpour). He peers down. Dust from the fallen bridge continues to billow up. He turns to Jack. “If one or both of those El Grande things hit down there, what would happen?”

“I don’t know. Nor want to.”
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Mary keeps watch from behind the SAW as Jack and Ry gather wood for a fire. Ry heats corned beef hash in a skillet, and they eat ravenously, as people who have been reprieved tend to do.

Jack takes his plate up top to Francesca, scanning the hills and stunted, scruffy trees to his left and slanted lower land to the right. He drinks a can of Nozz-A-La as he eats, amazed that the soda still has fizz. This is just one more item—a small one—in the mystery-box that is Mid-World. It makes him think of an Arthur C. Clarke quote: “Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic.” It crosses his mind that if you swapped technology and magic in that little bon mot, you’d have a pretty good description of life as he’s found it in Mid-World.

Ry scrubs the frypan with sand from the edge of the drywash, then climbs up next to Jack. Mary is sitting by the fire. Ry asks how far they still have to go.

“I think at least three days. Maybe four. We’ve got hills ahead, and the road gets a little… mmm…”

“Dicey?”

“Yes. We’ll come to a forest where most of the trees are dead. There’s wildlife.”

“I take it you don’t mean buffalo.”

Jack shakes his head. “For one thing, the trees were full of maggots.”

“Tree maggots? Never heard of such a thing.”

Jack gives him a tired smile. After Bridge 775, it’s the best he can do. “I don’t make the news, I just report it.”

Ry points north, in the direction of the Blasted Lands. “The weird shit—tree maggots and such—comes from there, right?”

“I think so.”

“Radiation?”

“Probably.” Jack sighs. “My father’s partner reopened the mines in that part of Mid-World. He made a bad part of the Territories even worse. In my world, his name was Morgan Sloat. Richard’s father. His counterpart in Mid-World was Morgan of Orris. Orris is in the Outposts, near the Blasted Lands.”

Ry says, “Morgan Sloat, Morgan of Orris. More echoes. More Twinners.”

“Yes,” Jack agrees. He thinks about telling Ry his vision of knights guarding the Talisman, but doesn’t. He can imagine Ry’s look of incredulity if Jack told him he vanquished the knights (dead knights) with a guitar pick given to him by an old black guitar-slinger.

“You’ve got a long history over here.”

“Longer than I’d like.” Is that true? Would he swap his experiences for a more ordinary life? The life, for instance, of an LAPD detective? He doesn’t know.

“You should tell us about it sometime,” Ry says. “A campfire tale of Jack Sawyer, and his adventures in Mid-World.”

“Maybe I will.” He may have to. At least, as far as he can before his memory blanks out.

“I’ll take the first watch. Wake you up in a few hours.”

“You sure?”

“Yar. You can decide whether or not to wake up our Muhammad Ali with boobs for the last few hours before daybreak.”

“She got you a good one, didn’t she?”

Ry taps a finger against his swollen lower lip. “Say true.”

“She did the same to me.” Jack pats his chest. “And this was after I rescued her ass.”

“I remember when that woman wouldn’t say boo to a goose.”

“I do, too. You look tired, Ry.”

That is an understatement. For every year El Grande Plasum took off Mary Klee, one seems to have been added to Ryall Connors.

“You don’t look like Harrison fucking Ford yourself, o great dinh.”

“Ford looks older than me on America-side.”

“But he’s still alive?”

“He is. And if you don’t quit that great dinh stuff, you’ll get another punch in the mouth.”

“I wasn’t ready for her. I will be for you.”

“Or not.”

Ry ignores this; he’s still thinking about Mary. “She’s changed. And I mean a lot.”

“We all have.”

“Are the gray things doing it? The Grandes?”

Jack shrugs.

“Go on,” Ry says. “Get some sleep.” And once Jack has climbed down: “O great dinh.”

Jack gives him the finger, then grabs his blankets and joins Mary.

She says, “I wished on Old Mother when she came over that first hill.” She points.

“What did you wish for?”

“Success.”

“What constitutes success in your mind, Mary?”

“Dumping El Grande Plasums into the Gullet, of course.”

“And closing it?”

She shrugs. “Our job—our mission, Larry would have said—is to get them there and dump them in. What happens after that is out of our hands. You know the saying they have here, right? There will be water—”

“If God wills it,” he finishes.

“You say true, I say thankya.”

“What were you looking for this morning, Mary? And don’t sell me that shit about how you just wanted fresh clothes and a wash-up.”

She counters, “Tell me about the Shadow Queen.”

“Maybe another time.”

“I knew you’d say that, and I’ll tell you what I was looking for another time.”

“Just tell me if you found it.”

“Go to sleep, Jack.” She turns away from him and he barely hears what she says next. “Yes. I did.”
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Jack is tired, but it’s still a long time before sleep comes. He lies on his back, watching Old Mother’s progress across the sky. He also sees a speeding pinprick of light that’s probably an earth satellite, put up by North Central Positronics or possibly those fabulous ancients the elderly folks of Dezi tell yarns about. Its electronics will be long dead and yet it circles and circles, lofted into a cosmic sweet spot where it may orbit for a thousand years. Or ten thousand.

He supposes what Mary said is keeping sleep away: Tell me about the Shadow Queen.

So the people of Dezi called her, but to Jack she was just Sophie, his goodwife. Laura DeLoessian was the real Queen, and Jack’s Twinner was her dead son, Jason. The one folks in the Territories swear by. Jack Sawyer is single-natured, but Queen Laura’s America-side Twinner was Lily, his mother. This he knows. She had cancer—the big C. Tried to keep it from him—hell, he tried to keep it from him—but Jack knew. She was his dear one, his heart. Speedy Parker set Jack on the road of trials, but it was for Lily Cavanaugh, Queen of the Bs, that he went.

It finished somewhere else, he thinks as sleep takes him. In a place that was the Twinner—and the echo—of the Alhambra Inn and Gardens in New Hampshire.

As he lingers in that twilight zone before sleep comes, he remembers the name of that place where his road of trials—his and Richard’s—ended.

It was the Agincourt, in Point Venuti. It’s where I fought the knights. It’s where the ballroom was.

The rest is there, waiting in his mind. He knows it, but it can wait. Must wait, because it’s all tied up with the Grande Plasums.

Old Mother disappears behind the nearest hill. Jack is finally drifting off. From the top of Francesca, he sees the fitful wink of the rollup Ry is smoking.

When sleep comes, he dreams of Sophie. Which is good until Ry shakes him awake to stand his watch. Then it’s bad, because dreaming of her is all he has, and dreams don’t last. The Shadow Queen is now a shadow wife. Judy Marshall, Sophie’s Twinner, is still alive and well in French Landing, Wisconsin. If she had died, surely Dale Gilbertson would have told him, because Dale kept tabs on most of the people in town via the La Riviere Herald, the Landing’s gossipy newspaper.

Judy’s husband is still alive: sturdy, unimaginative Fred. Judy’s son is, too: the wildly talented Tyler. Thanks to Jack Sawyer, Judy has her life. Mrs. (never Ms.) Judith Marshall of French Landing, Wisconsin, has her man and her boy. She has her small-town errands to run, her small-town book club to attend (where the latest Dan Brown or Freida McFadden will be discussed), her small-town politics to engage in. She has an America-side sky to look at and America-side air to breathe. He could feel jealousy—certainly hate’s stepbrother—for the life from which he has been exiled, but he never has and certainly won’t now. Hate is baggage, and time is short.






34

[image: A gigantic mutated creature with a distorted humanlike face crawls beside the road, looming over the surrounding trees and terrain.]

1

On the thirteenth day after leaving Dezi, the road narrows and rises in a series of tight switchbacks. On the left side are steep hills covered in ugly yellow vegetation and crumbling slopes of sandy soil; on the right, a drop-off that is almost a cliff. Looking northwest, an uninhabited landscape dreams away to the horizon. Out there, Jack once more glimpses the steel tracks he and Richard took to the America-side west coast.

To Point Venuti.

As Francesca creeps around every hairpin turn, Jack holds his breath and wonders if it’s ten minutes to nine in Paris. The gunwagon is the widest of the three, as well as the biggest and heaviest, and Jack has a good view (better than he wants to, actually) of Francesca’s outside wheels crumbling the edge of the road as it waddles its way around each new curve. And every time Jack negotiates one of those curves himself, he suspends breathing until he sees Lazaro reappear with Mary hunched over the wheel and Richard peering bright-eyed through his side of the windshield.

They come to the place where the boulder was blocking the way. Its fall knocked away the righthand two feet of the road. Ry pulls as far to the left as he can, but half of his outside wheels are still briefly over the drop, only held up by the inside wheels and weight of his truck. Francesca’s driver’s side mirror snaps off and shatters. The bed of the truck plows a downpour of dirt from the hill hulking on the left.

Jack jounces over the dirt Francesca has left and feels a voice speak in his head, brief and terribly strong. It’s a kind of wordless exclamation, perhaps of startlement. It’s the voice of El Grande Plasum he’s transporting, and he understands it would be impossible to fight that voice if it commanded him to kill himself or the others.

We wouldn’t be able to stand against it. But maybe we’re not supposed to.

They stop for a meal at mid-afternoon. Ahead is a rubble-strewn washout that Jack remembers. It seems that now he can remember every dip and turn. They are getting closer. He can feel the pull of the Gullet strengthening. It’s not gravitational yet, more like the tug of an outgoing tide. When he looks up, he sees the clouds are also moving in that pull’s direction, as clouds were supposed to follow the Path of the Beams, according to the legends.

Ry opens a can of ground beef, smells it, and declares it good. (What he actually says is It won’t poison us.) He heats it up and they eat it wrapped in tasteless flatbreads.

Mary remarks, “These would be much better with taco sauce and onions.”

“Well spank my ass and call me Sally,” Ry says, “I forgot the Old El Paso. I’ll just bop on down to the Gristedes on Second Ave and grab some. Also a pound of caviar and a shitload of foie gras.”

“Chefs are so touchy,” Mary confides to Richard.

“Better believe it, doll.”

Jack says, “I thought you were going to go over the edge once or twice, Ry.”

“Had it all the way. I was more concerned with the hill on our left. Perfect place for an ambush. A bunch of redheads up there wouldn’t even have to shoot. They could just start a landslide and then it’s angel, angel, down we go.”

“Most of the redheads are gone,” Mary says. “Maybe all of them. Marched their stupid selves into the Gullet like lemmings and there they sleep. Or hibernate. Isn’t that right?”

“We can hope,” Jack says, although he thinks that waltzing to the Gullet unmolested and dumping their cargo in would be too easy. It certainly doesn’t fit with all of old Joe Campbell’s testification about the Hero’s Journey. Jack has an idea that if whatever lives in the Gullet can think and plan, it may have set a perimeter guard of redheads to protect itself. It’s certainly what he would do. “Expect the worst and be pleasantly surprised when things turn out well.”

“Oh man,” Ry says. “He’s not just our dinh, he’s Wayne fucking Dyer.”

“Whatever you say,” Jack tells him. “Can we get going?”
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The road enters a forest of mostly dead trees that Jack also remembers. And doesn’t like. As they reach the edge of this deadwood, a cry comes from deeper in. It starts as a babyish scream of pain, escalates into a howl, then descends into chuckling laughter.

Ry pulls over and gets out with one of the bolt pistols in his hand. He looks around, sees nothing, and then walks back to Jack’s truck. “What the fuck was that?” The big man seemed almost indifferent to the possibility of falling into the dry Thomas River, but now he sounds frightened. “Wolfs?”

Mary joins them, with Richard beside her.

Jack says, “I’m thinking the only Wolfs in this part of the world are the ones who ambushed us at Hold 19, and they’re all dead. That was… I don’t know what it was. But drive with your windows up, okay? Because there’s other stuff. One morning on my first tour, I woke up to my windshield covered with white bugs. They looked like maggots. Only, you know, big.”

Mary’s face is a study in revulsion. “You’re kidding.”

“Unfortunately, not.” Jack explains as well as he can. “We’re getting closer to the Gullet—”

“I feel it,” Ry says. “That pull.”

Mary nods.

“—but we’re also just south of the Blasted Lands. The Slow Mutants I saw in those woods made the ones we ran into before look like movie stars.”

Mary points to the dead trees, which are swamped with chokes of equally dead underbrush. “Did radiation do that? Or evil spirits?”

Ry says, “Is there any difference?”

The gibbering howl comes again, this time joined by others.

“Those aren’t Slow Mutants,” Mary says.

“No,” Jack agrees. “Get back in your vehicles. Keep your windows up. And your doors locked.”
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They drive until almost dark. Jack hoped they’d come out of the woods, but they don’t. The trees have a sour smell, like ancient industrial waste. It makes Jack think of Love Canal, but he doesn’t say so; that environmental clusterfuck came after Ry and Mary’s when.

They park side-by-side across the road, making a blockade. They haven’t seen any Slow Muties, which doesn’t comfort Jack. To the contrary, it makes him more worried than ever, because they were here last time he drove through this nasty place. What happened to them?

He would like to push on after dark, but fuel supplies are low and the road is in disrepair, with deep muddy ditches on both sides. Having a truck drive off the road and get stuck after surviving not one rickety bridge but two—not to mention the hairpin turns recently negotiated—would be pretty ironic. It might also mean the end of their mission. Jack can’t be sure it will take both El Grandes to close the Gullet—his intuition is still AWOL—but he is sure.

They eat a cold supper in their trucks and keep watch from inside, opening the windows only to talk to one another. Jack has never felt quite so alone, and the night seems very long. Howls and gibbering laughter emanate from the woods, sometimes at a distance, sometimes too close for comfort. There are occasional bolts of lightning, although the sky is clear and the stars are out.

Jack is in and out of sleep, and what he gets is haunted by a bad dream that stops each time the creature (or creatures) yowl and cry, then starts again. He’s visiting Judy Marshall in the mental ward of the French County Lutheran Hospital. Although the ward is locked, a wind is blowing through, puffing sheets into animated cartoon ghosts and setting IV bottles to swing back and forth on their stands. In some lucid part of his mind, Jack understands that the wind in his dream is actually the pull of the Gullet. Twice he jerks awake and thinks he sees large shapes flitting through the poorass trees, but he can’t be sure if that was actual waking or part of his troubled dream.

There are no maggots, at least. When dawn finally breaks on the fourteenth day, the light is weak, oozing through an overcast sky. Jack gets out to do the necessary and stretch his legs. He steps to the rear of Sorcerer, opening the buttons of his fly with one hand, holding the Glock in the other. As he’s pissing, he sees an amazing thing.

A short while later, the three of them gather in front of Francesca. There Ry serves them a stand-up breakfast as poorass as the trees that surround them: peanut butter smeared on flatbread. The morning isn’t exactly cold, but it’s chilly. Mary wears a blanket as a shawl. Jack sees it fluttering, although there’s no breeze. He sees the clouds moving briskly, occasionally rifting enough to show patches of blue.

“It’s stronger,” Ry says. He doesn’t have to explain what he’s talking about; they all feel the pull.

“Even the trucks feel it,” Jack says.

“Yar?” Mary asks.

Jack points at what amazed him: tire tracks. “Our trucks moved in the night. Not much, only a few feet, but it’s pulling them, too.”

Ry points to the trees. “Look at those.” They’re all bending southwest.

“Yes.”

“Today?”

“Probably not. Maybe tomorrow. Or the next day, if we run into problems.” He doesn’t specify what kind of problems they might encounter, and neither of them asks.

“It’ll be a relief,” Mary says. “It isn’t just the pull of the Gullet we’re feeling.”

No one asks about this, either. No one has to. It’s ka-shume she’s talking about, that feeling of oncoming doom. Jack guesses even Richard feels it.

Ry gives Mary a brief hug, possibly to show they’re still friends… or at least fellow travelers. “It will go where it goes.”

“Who’s Wayne fucking Dyer now?” Jack asks.

“Bite me.”

“I decline to do that,” Jack says.

He walks to Francesca. In the sleeping compartment, piled on top of cans and bottles and boxes from Hold 19, are the radiation suits. He pulls one out and taps the badge. It glows a faint yellow. He thinks about hauling them all out and ordering Ry and Mary to put them on. They’d grumble but do it—he’s their dinh, after all. He decides not to. Mary would bitch and moan about no suit for Richard, and, as Ry said, what would be the point?

Ka-shume.
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An hour later, as the trees are thinning, Ry brings Francesca to a stop. He climbs into the truckbed, settles behind the .50-cal, and swings it around. Jack pulls up behind him and sees trees shaking and breaking on the left side of the road. Mary gets out of Lazaro. Richard is with her. Ry shouts at them to get back in her truck.

Fifty yards ahead, the trees crash down, and something out of a horror movie poster appears. Its main body bulbous, fifteen feet high, and covered with stubby tentacles that jerk and flail aimlessly. Half a dozen rugose eyes peer from a face that was perhaps once female. The nose and mouth have merged into a drooping, shivering beak. The thing’s expression is one of haunted sorrow. It has mere stubs for legs. Its primary source of propulsion seems to be a tail that digs a trench through the crumbled pavement of the road. Beneath its belly is a semi-transparent sac full of squirming things. From its melted mouth comes a squalling, mewling sound that is trying to be words.

Don’t shoot at it, he mentally begs Ry. Don’t make it turn those great wrinkled eyes our way. And dear God and Gan, what if there are more like her?

Ry doesn’t fire, either because Jack’s thought is in accord with his own, or because he’s too horrified to think of it. The thing squirms across the road, drawing its sac full of terrible young behind it. Tentacles reach out and wrap around the trunks of trees on the far side of the road. One crashes down on top of it, and with a kind of obscene ripple, the thing shrugs it aside. It heaves itself into the woods, leaving a tangle of downed trees behind. The trunks gleam with some sort of slime or ichor that it… what? Extruded? Sweated out?

Ry climbs down and hurries to Jack. Mary joins them. Her complexion is ashy. “What was it?” she asks, then answers herself: “Never mind. I don’t want to know.”

“Help me get the trees out of the road,” Ry tells them.

“Yar,” Mary says. “But wear gloves, will ya not. We have gloves, don’t we?”

They do, and wear them. The trees are dead and light. The slime left by the monstrous thing is moving under their hands, squirming under their hands, and as they push the dead trees into the ditch, Jack sees that the slime is still alive. It’s becoming the maggots—although smaller, at least for now—that he saw on his first trip to the Gullet.

“We need to get out of these woods,” Mary says.

“Do’ya,” Ry agrees, and leads the way in Francesca.

Jack and Mary follow. Before they leave the woods behind, they pass another landmark Jack remembers: the remains of the tree he blasted out of his way with a missile. There were Slow Mutants here—one gestured to Jack to shoot him and put him out of his misery—but there are none now.

As they finally emerge from the woods, a light but steady rain begins to fall. There’s no wind, but the pull of the Gullet sends the raindrops flying southwest. Jack thinks, All things used to serve the Beams. Now they serve the Gullet. Around here, at least.

Jack gives a double tap on his horn. When Ry and Mary get out, he tells them they’re coming to a steep grade, and they should gear down. “There’s no lane for runaway trucks.”

They negotiate the grade and stop for the night on the edge of a grassy plain Jack also remembers from his last trip. He checks one of the radiation suit badges while Ry cooks their supper (granola with the last of their raisins). The badge glows a steady yellow now, and the pull of the Gullet is stronger still, less gentle, more like gravity. Soon enough, Jack thinks, it won’t be like Earth gravity, but that of a jumbo planet like Jupiter.

He suggests they set their emergency brakes.

“Is this our last night?” Ry asks.

“I can’t say for sure.”

“I’ll take that for a strong maybe.” Ry goes back to his truck and rummages through the heaps of gunna. He comes back with a chef’s bell over a plate. He bows to them and says, in very passable French, “Un déssert spécial pour une nuit spéciale pour la mademoiselle et le monsieur.”

He removes the bell and reveals a cake with chocolate frosting. “It was supposed to be round, but the baking powder was fucked up, and I mean big-big.”

“It’s beautiful,” Mary says. “Thankee-sai. Far better than ETs from Caiden’s Candies.”

Jack agrees and so does Richard, who sits up with his piece in his paws and gobbles it down in three bites. There are bits of chocolate in his whiskers, which he licks away.

“Tell us about how you came to Mid-World, Jack,” Ry says. “As a boy. I’d hear that.”

“Me too,” Mary says. “Every campfire needs a campfire tale.”

“Too,” says a small, hoarse voice.

“All right, why not?” Jack agrees. “Although I called it the Territories back then.”

He tells them his friend Speedy had his own Twinner in the Territories. Parkus wasn’t a gunslinger but almost certainly a dinh from the line of Eld. “He told me if I got an object called the Talisman, I could use it to save my mother’s life. That was true, but he also wanted to use me—as a pawn, I suppose—to get it out of Morgan’s possession. He was like Hestin, in that way, using me to accomplish more than one goal.”

He doesn’t tell them everything—that would have taken all night and part of the next day—but he tells them about Oatley, New York, and how he came to be an indentured servant of a man named Smokey Updike. He recounts finding Wolf in the Territories and how they were imprisoned on America-side. He tells them how Wolf gave his life to save the herd, the herd being one Jacky Sawyer. And he tells them something he had forgotten until Hold 19: How he and his friend Richard attacked a stockade full of bad Wolfs at a place called Camp Readiness.

“Morgan’s train was loaded with weapons in boxes labeled ‘machine parts.’ There was also one stamped ‘fruit,’ and there was fruit inside. It was full of pineapples.”

“Grenades?” Ry asks.

Jack nods. “We blew that pesthole sky-high, mostly because we had the element of surprise going for us. You could say Camp Readiness wasn’t ready for a couple of kids with automatic weapons and grenades. From there we went on to Point Venuti, California. A ka-tet of two. Richard was sick by then. I guess you’d say he had an allergy to Mid-World, but I don’t think we could have gone back even if we wanted to. It pulled us.”

“Like the Gullet,” Mary says.

“Yes. Like the Gullet. You say true.”
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There are no visitors that night—no bad Wolfs, Slow Mutants, or terrible abominations. The rain quits and the three of them sit up late, watching balls of fire bounce and careen across the Blasted Lands to the north, sometimes colliding and popping out of existence in brilliant flashes of blue-green light. When Ry asks Jack what they might be, he can only shake his head.

They speak—calmly, but with unacknowledged understanding of the ka-shume that now surrounds them—of the America they knew before their exile to Mid-World. About certain bright moments in the lives they lived there. Mary tells about going to Radio City Music Hall when she was a girl, and wanting nothing more than to be a Rockette. Ry talks about seeing Five Fingers of Death at the Loew’s in Times Square, and his brief job as a limo driver, which ended in fisticuffs.

Jack tells them about Arcadia Beach Funworld, wandering among the autumn-deserted rides, feeling happy and melancholy and terrified all at the same time. Tonight, on what may be their last night on the road, in the light of the dying campfire, full of Ry’s special cake, he tells them much more, beginning with how afraid he was, each time he went back to their drafty Alhambra Hotel suite, that he’d find his mother dead on the couch with the stub of a Herbert Tareyton cigarette between two stiffening fingers.

“Did you save her?” Ryall asks. “Bring back your Talisman and save her?”

“I must have. She lived for years. Excuse me. I think I may be able to tell you more of the story.”

Jack goes to the back of Sorcerer and splays both hands on the Grande Plasum. It feels warm and glows briefly pink, but then returns to its former sullen gray. He thinks of Silver Lady, then closes his eyes and sees the Talisman, a glowing ball of revolving light. It is the Tower; it is the Beams; it is the repudiation of todash space and Discordia; it proclaims that all will be well and all manner of things will be well.

He comes back to the fire, stumbling and weaving like a drunk.

“Jack?” Mary gets up and grabs his shoulders. “Are you all right?”

“Fine.”

“You don’t look fine.”

“Tell us what that thing told you,” Ry says. “Might as well. Too late for secrets.”

“I didn’t keep it secret, I just didn’t remember.”

“Because that woman shot you,” Mary says.

“Yes. I’ve been thinking about Silver Lady, one of the carousel horses in Arcadia Funworld. I didn’t know why. Now I do. The Lady had a Twinner, too. Remembering that unlocked the rest.”

“Did it make you think of Golden Boy?” Mary asks.

“No. Not a real horse, an inflatable one. A kid’s toy, but it looked exactly like the one on the carousel. I blew it up and got Richard on… somehow… because he was a part of it.”

“Yar, had to be,” Ry says. “He was the son of this Morgan guy.”

“Right. Ka, as you kennit. There was a hotel. A black hotel. Much later, in French Landing, I found its Twinner—not a black hotel but a black house. Both were doorways into this world. The hotel was named the Agincourt. It was abandoned when Richard and I got there. It had a terrace jutting out over the water where people back in the 1950s and 60s could have their five o’clock cocktails. We floated that old horsie, Silver Lady, underneath it. I still remember the hollow slap-slap-slap of the waves against the pilings, which were all coated with seaweed. There was a trapdoor. We went up—I boosted Richard—and we went into the dining room. I might have been carrying him by then. That’s not clear in my mind.

“This was in California, it was also in the Far Territories, it was also in Mid-World. There were knights guarding what I came for—I remember that much. The rest is still dark. It’s like those Grande Plasums—” He gestures toward the trucks. “—don’t want me to remember. At least not yet.”

“Knights?” Mary says doubtfully. “Real knights?”

“They were dead. They might have been the Old People. The ones from before.”

“You succeeded?” Ry says. “If your mother lived, you must have. Unless she got better on her own.”

“She couldn’t have. It was the big C. Then… it was late fall and the hotel my mother was in was deserted except for her. She got cold because Richard’s father turned off the heat.”

“Why?” Mary asks, indignant. “Why would he do that?”

“Because he was a bad guy. A very bad guy. In addition to cancer, my mother came down with pneumonia. The big P.”

“Jesus,” Mary says, and Jack thinks, No—Jason.

“What was this Talisman?” she asks.

“A glowing ball of light,” Jack says. “I think it was alive. No, I’m sure it was. But what happened then, how I came back, how I… I fixed her… that’s still hazy. Ever since the Kinderling bitch shot me…” He shakes his head. “Touching the Grande Plasum brought some of it back. And Silver Lady.”

“Touch it again,” Mary says.

“Not now,” Jack says. “Storytime’s over.”

“Just when we were getting to the good part,” Ry says… then actually laughs.
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Before Jack goes back to his truck to sleep, Mary grasps him by the belt loops of his jeans and pulls him close. She says, “A brave boy became a brave man.”

“I don’t know about th—”

Before he can finish, she kisses him. He can taste the frosting of Ry’s cake on her lips. “I have something for you. If this is our last night, it can’t wait.”

She goes to Lazaro. When she comes back, she’s holding a small box. It’s secured with string, top to bottom and side to side.

“You asked me what I went back for when we were in Hold 19. Remember?”

“I do.”

“I said I’d tell you another time. That’s now. Here.”

He takes the little box, but before he can undo the strings, she puts her hand over his. “No. Not yet.”

“When?”

“You’ll know.”

He puts the box in the front pocket of his jeans. “Why did you go looking, Mary? Did the Grande Plasums tell you to?”

“No. These did.”

She holds out her hands and shows him the eyes on her palms.
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Jack wakes to the sound of Ry knocking on his window. He sits up, stiff from having slept curled on the seat of his truck.

“Rise and shine, o great dinh. We got company.”

Jack gets out, wincing at the pain in his knees. At least if it’s the end for us, I won’t have to worry about arthritis, he thinks. Then he sees a young redhead standing forty or fifty feet up the road. Jack draws his gun. The young man is holding a white flag, waving it solemnly back and forth in slow sweeps.

Mary and Richard join Jack and Ryall. Mary has one of the NCP sonic bolt pistols twisted into a belt loop of her pants. Ry climbs into the bed of Francesca and swivels the .50-cal to the newcomer, who continues to wave his white flag—probably a piece of bedsheet—back and forth. He appears to be unarmed, but Jack knows that looks can be deceiving.

“I know him from Dezi,” Mary says. “He sells produce on market days. Or did, before the world went to hell.”

Jack knows him, too. He remembers when this kid was a towhead squirt, running back and forth on market days, bringing his father scrip (or occasionally barter items) and dragging back totesacks filled with apples or berries to the buyers from Dezi’s Upper-Town, or to the chucka-bucka cooks from various ranches on the Drop. Back then Sophie was still alive and sometimes bought from that child, who is now a teenager with a mop of birdberry-dyed hair.

Jack falls into the formal speech of the Manni without even thinking of why. “What is thy name, thou of Dezi-by-the-Clean Sea?”

Mary whispers, “I think it’s Clanton.”

But no relation to the singer, Jack thinks.

“I am Clanton Alvah, but no longer of Dezi. I am of the clune-delah.”

“Thee speaks of what we call the Gullet, or the Gash?”

“So you may call it, sai. I come to offer you a treaty.”

“Say what you will.”

“Turn back. The clune-delah will continue to grow northwest, but northwest only. Into what you call the Blasted Lands, which are of no use to anyone, as you know. This is the promise of the clune-delah. Turn back and rebuild Dezi-by-the-Sea if you desire. Live your lives. If you continue to go this course, you will be pulled into the clune-delah and die again and again. Each agony will be repeated, because—as you say—ka is a wheel.”

“He’s lying,” Mary whispers to Jack. Her hands are cupped, and he can see the tattooed eyes staring up at her. At both of them. “The Gullet will grow until it splits the world. Worlds.”

“I know,” Jack murmurs back.

Clanton, a young man no longer of Dezi, says, “Why do you whisper in palaver, you of America-side?” And chants: “Whisperin is lyin, lyin’s a sin, when you come to the clearing, they won’t let you in.”

From the top of Francesca, Ry says, “Want me to shoot him, boss? Happy to stop up his mouth.”

“No,” Jack says, and to Clanton: “What has happened to thy father, who sold my wife strawberries and apples and nuts?”

“Dead.” Clanton speaks with neither sorrow nor glee.

“And thy mother?”

“Dead.”

“Did you kill them?” Mary shouts. “Did you, you cowardly babby?”

“I did,” Clanton says. “It was quick. They did not suffer.”

“Like putting down an old dog, was it?” Ry says. “Is that your idea of mercy? Jesus please us, what a piece of shit you are.”

To this, Clanton—now of clune-delah—says nothing, simply proceeds to his next item of business. “You call the Ruined People Slow Mutants, is that not so?”

None of Jack’s ka-tet makes any reply to that, but Clanton nods as if they had.

“There is no love or mercy in such a name, is there? Only the cruelty and prejudice of received wisdom. The Ruined People may be outcasts, but they are still people, do’ya not kennit. They have their huts and hovels deep in the woods. Those who can mate—they are but few—have their families. Most of the babbies don’t live long, and they are perhaps terrible to look at by the rulestick of whole people, but some do live, and when they die, their parents mourn. The Ruined People even have religion. They believe in the clearing at the end of the path, and that when they reach it, they will be made as comely as any.”

“Very eloquent,” Jack says, “but you don’t care about them any more than you care about the thousands you slaughtered.”

To this Clanton makes no reply. He has his script, and he follows it. “Do’ee ken Shakers, you who were the Shadow Queen’s consort? I think’ee do.”

This question answers something Jack has been wondering about. Clanton is part of the hive mind—part of the clune-delah—and that mind touches all worlds. He imagines a squid-like being out of a Lovecraft tale, and shies from the image.

“I do.”

“The Ruined People are like the Shakers, Jack of America-side. They are dying out, but in the meanwhile they have their little lives. They worship Gan. They even create art. Poor things by your standards, I wot, but it does them fine enough.”

If you prick us, do we not bleed, Jack thinks. True in one world; true in all.

“Get to the point,” Mary says.

“Only a thousand or so of them yet remain, and we of the clune-delah have left most of them alone. But you will not leave them alone. You will kill them if you continue. You will snuff out enough of them so those that are left will give up whatever small hold they still have on life. Turn back now, I beg.”

“To say you left most alone isn’t true, is it?” Jack says. “Some have colored their hair as you do. They came for us.”

“Yet we have no quarrel with the others.”

“Why does thee speak of we?” Jack asks. “There is no we. Thou speaks for the clune-delah. Thou speaks for the Gullet. And thou lies.” He looks up at Ryall, sitting behind the .50-cal. He could take care of Clanton himself, but they are in this together, are they not?

“Now.”

“Avec plaisir.”

The .50-cal thunders. The rain has started again. Shell casings fly up into it. Clanton of the clune-delah is driven backward, arms splayed wide, knocked out of his shor’boots. His white flag hits the cracked paving of the road, but before it goes down, it billows in the invisible breeze of the Gullet’s pull (the way the sheets of the locked mental ward billowed in Jack’s dream), and those of the tet see it is splashed with a scarlet that’s deeper and truer than birdberry dye.

Richard sprints forward. Mary starts to call him back, then closes her mouth. They all watch—Jack and Mary on the road, Ry behind the smoking .50-cal—as Richard first sniffs, then cocks a leg and pisses on the corpse.

“You know, I’m starting to like that little fella,” Ry remarks. “He has a way of getting with the program.”

Richard comes loping back. Mary drops to one knee and strokes him. She looks up at Jack. “What was that Clanton talking about?”

Jack doesn’t reply. He’s remembering the old guy who picked him up in an International Harvester stakebed truck. They had breakfast together at a nearby diner and talked about Charles Starkweather and Roy Kinneston.

“Jack?”

“I’m sure we’ll find out,” Jack says, and an hour later, they do.
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They are nearing the Gullet now. Jack can tell by the iron ore in the rock outcroppings and the way the land has sunk, as if Gan Himself had driven His fist down and smashed it into the earth. Only it wasn’t Gan that rearranged this geography; it was whatever lives in the clune-delah. The ground is rocky and barren, the few trees dead and twisted, their few marcescent leaves stubbornly clinging to skeletal branches and fluttering in that invisible pull. Standing rainwater gleams like chrome on both sides of a road that has been broken into slabs by the land’s descent. In some of those outcroppings he sees the bright flashes. He thinks they’re diamonds, like the ones that so enchanted Pay. The road wasn’t this bad when he came to the Gullet the first time, but the pull is stronger now, and they still have miles and wheels to go.

Ahead of Jack, Francesca’s taillights flash. Ry gets out and stands in the ruined road, looking ahead with his hand shielding his eyes to keep the rain out of them. Jack joins him, doing the same. The rain has a burning acid quality to it.

“Welcoming committee up ahead,” Ry says.

Mary joins them. She’s wearing a gimme cap she found in Hold 19. Rain plinks and plunks off the brim. “Are those Slow Muties? What Clanton called the Ruined People?”

“Of course,” Jack says. His intuition has returned, but he doesn’t need it to understand what Clanton of the clune-delah was talking about.

Slow Muties line both sides of the road as far as Jack can see. They wear tattered miners’ coveralls and blue jeans and weatherworn jug hats and the knee-length jumpers that are called buckadans. Their rain-soaked clothes ripple in the pull of the Gullet; a straw jug hat blows away and is carried off into the gray day.

Ry says, “It’s like they’re waiting for the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade.”

Mary says, “They’re going to attack. Swarm over us. Aren’t they?”

“You don’t get it.”

“Get what?”

Jack looks at the tattered remnants of what would be men and women in a better, fairer world. Some are young, but few are older than middle age; the Ruined People aren’t long-lived. Some are blind, some have too many eyes or too many limbs. Jack knows that as they draw closer, they will see men with ears where their mouths should be and women with breasts growing from their bellies.

Jack’s intuition is back, and he wishes to God and Gan it had stayed away.

“Let’s go,” he tells Ry. “We have cargo to deliver.”

Ry: “You don’t think they’ll swarm?”

“No.”
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The broken road which began at the Clean Sea has many names, Gilead Road and Giledee Rode among them, but out here, south of the Blasted Lands, Jack thinks of it as the Gullet Road. It makes a looping, switchbacking descent, then straightens out as it leads to Ruined People.

As the three-truck convoy draws closer to them, Jack sees what he most feared: a few mutie children holding the hands of mothers or aunties. One girl has something in her melted block of a hand that looks like a Raggedy Ann doll, but with green yarn hair and one stitched eye. Some might be teeners, but these haven’t colored their hair or drawn birdberry warpaint on their pale faces. Most of the Ruined People haven’t been infected by Redheads’ Disease, but they aren’t immune to the force commanding them from within the expanding crack in the earth.

As one they swoon down, covering the road with their bodies.

Ry stops, jumps out of Francesca, and hurries to Sorcerer with rain running down his face and soaking his shirt.

“What the fuck? What do we do now?”

Mary comes from Lazaro. Richard—whose mother didn’t raise any fools—stays in the warm dry cab. Ahead of the three America-siders is a living carpet which seems to stretch for a mile or more.

Jack thinks of what Clanton told them. What he was sent to tell them. They have their little lives. They worship Gan. They even create art. Poor things by your standards, I wot, but it does them fine. Clanton said there were only a thousand left. He might have been lying—he was certainly lying about the treaty the clune-delah proposed—but Jack thinks he wasn’t lying about the Ruined People. They were probably ordered here, or drawn by the same force that draws the rain, the trees, and the remaining pilgrims who set out on this trip.

Mary clutches Jack’s arm. “You’re not thinking of running them over, are you?”

“What choice do we have?” On both sides of the road, water gleams and spreads deep, not puddling but being slowly and inexorably drawn in the direction of the Gullet. “It’s the road or nothing. If we try to go around them, we’ll be mired up to the hubcaps.”

“Jesus or Jason or whatever,” Ry says. “I see your point, but man… if that dumb shit Clanton was right, you’re talking about a mass extinction event. That’s, like, almost all of them.”

“It wouldn’t be our fault…” Mary starts, then shakes her head.

Jack points to the Ruined People covering the road. “It’s them or it’s everyone. Simple choice.”

They look at him. The alcoholic clairvoyant and the mid-level lump-up guy. He knows they are waiting for whatever absolution he can offer for the terrible thing they must do. He has never given them an order, but now he will. He must.

“As your dinh, I say we go forward.”

“Yar,” Ry says. “God help us.” He heads back to Francesca.

Jack looks at Mary. She stands with her head bowed in the rain. “I never thought…” She looks up then, puts her dripping fist to her forehead, and bends the knee. “Yar.” She goes back to her truck, climbs in, and slams the door.

Ryall starts his truck and rolls forward at a steady ten or twelve miles an hour, windshield wipers clapping back and forth against the rain, which is now slackening to a drizzle. Sorcerer follows, and Lazaro falls in line. As they descend the curves leading to the sunken plain, Jack can see the green yarn hair of the mutie girl’s doll drawing closer. In this gray day, it’s like a beacon. He wishes it were not. He tells himself that what they’re doing is naked necessity, and necessity precludes damnation. That’s in his head.

In his heart, he doubts it.
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Jack estimates later that the Ruined People covered the road with their bodies for a little over two miles. At twelve miles an hour, it takes them twenty or twenty-five minutes to cover that distance. It seems much longer. It seems like forever.

He will ask himself that evening—one more night on the road after all, it turns out—if it would have been better or worse if the muties had screamed or cried out. They don’t. There is a dreadful silence from the clune-delah’s chosen sacrifices. Sorcerer jounces and rocks from side to side. Ahead of him, Jack sees blood spray up from Francesca’s back tires. Some actually spatters high enough to dot his windshield, and the wipers only smear it. He shifts the steering stick slightly to the right when he approaches the green yarn marking the little girl with the doll, and when the green disappears under Sorcerer’s crumpled front end, he tells himself I missed her, passed right over her, knowing he probably didn’t, or that even if he did, Mary probably didn’t.

It seems endless, but finally there are only a few left, which they can swerve to avoid. Then there are none. After a mile or so of clear road, Ry stops and gets out. He bends over and dry-heaves. Jack puts an arm around the big man’s shoulders. When Ry straightens up and looks at Jack, his eyes are red-rimmed and haunted.

“I did bad, but never that bad,” he says. “Never in life, Jack.”

“I know.”

“What did he say? That in the Gullet we’d die over and over? We’d deserve it.” He crosses himself.

“I gave the order,” Jack says.

Mary joins them. The front end of Lazaro drips with blood, and the front of Mary’s coverall drips with vomit. “And Gan help us, we obeyed it,” she says.

She looks at the sunken landscape; she looks at their trucks, which are splashed and slimed with blood, clots of flesh, bits of clothing. The clouds are still heavy, running in the direction of the Gullet, but the rain that would have washed them clean has stopped.

“We’re in hell, you know.” She says it matter-of-factly, then goes to her truck. She looks back at the men.

“Hell,” she repeats, and climbs in.
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At mid-afternoon, Jack sees a dirt track shooting off to the left. He remembers the sign: AUTHORIZED VEHICLES ONLY. It’s the service road leading to the crevasse. Over a low ridge like the shoulder of a buried giant shines the bright hell-light coming from the Gullet. He waits for the five tones from Close Encounters, both welcoming and ominous, but they don’t come. The pull of the Gullet abruptly stops. Rocks and grit that had been flying around the convoy drop back to earth. Jack is so used to the pull that when he gets out of Sorcerer’s cab, he stumbles backward a step or two. Mary has stopped a little distance behind the lead trucks. She gets out with Richard in her arms.

Ry gets out and walks to Jack. “What the fuck? It’s stopped pulling.”

Jack nods. “It knows we’re coming. I think… there. Feel it?”

Ry starts to shake his head, then snorts laughter. “Now it’s starting to push. Push us away, right?”

“Yes.” Jack calls to Mary. “What are you doing? We’re almost there!”

She takes no notice, only puts Richard down on the broken asphalt of the road.

“What’s up with her?” Ry asks.

There’s no need for Jack to reply; Mary does it for him. “Go!” she yells at Richard. “Go on, get out!”

Richard cringes at her shout, but doesn’t move. There are still flakes of dried blood on his back from where he was hit by shrapnel from the exploding gasoline truck.

“Get out! I don’t want you anymore, you fucking weasel!”

Ry starts forward. Jack grabs his arm and holds him back. This is between Mary and the billy-bumbler. They are an-tete.

Richard looks up at her, his eyes the brightest things in this darkening day. Amber gems.

Mary snatches up a stone and throws it. It hits Richard in the back and starts fresh blood flowing out of his fur. He flinches and gives a low cry but still doesn’t move. His eyes remain fixed on Mary. Only the droop of his hindquarters betrays his sadness and confusion.

Mary stoops and snatches up a piece of paving. This one’s bigger, a real crusher. Ry starts forward again, and once again Jack holds him back.

“How many times do I have to tell you?” Mary screams. She makes as if to throw the rock. Richard flinches, his eyes squeezing shut from the expected blow, but he still doesn’t move. “I DON’T WANT YOU! GO! GET OUT!”

Richard turns and begins—ever so slowly—to trudge away, head down, hindquarters drooping. He gets ten feet, then turns and sits with his back to the three of them, head still down. He turns to look at her. For Mary, it’s the end of resistance. She drops the piece of asphalt and goes to her knees and holds out her arms. Richard is a gray-and-black striped projectile, leaping low to the ground, ears flat to his skull. He jumps into her arms with enough speed to knock her onto her back. She hugs him.

“Do you mean to die with us, you stupid thing? Is that your stupid bumbler ka?”

Richard can’t wag his coiled tail, but he can wag his rear end, and does so now. He says “Air! Air!” Which is as close, Jack thinks, as he can come to her name.

She buries her face against his blood-matted fur. “You’re a fool and I’m another.”

She gets up with Richard hugged to her breast. The push of the Gullet—the clune-delah—is stronger now, and she returns to Lazaro like a woman fighting a fierce headwind.

“Well damn, that was a real tearjerker,” Ry says. “I ain’t been so touched since I saw Lassie Come Home on tele—”

He stops, looking down. A bah-bolt has appeared. It’s sticking out of his shoulder. Another clangs off Francesca’s metal side. There’s a single muffled report. Misfire, Jack thinks. Old gun.

“What the fuck—”

Before Ry can finish, a third bah-bolt buries itself in his throat. As he staggers back against Francesca, still pawing at the bolt in his shoulder, a fourth bolt flies in front of Jack’s eyes and sticks in Sorcerer’s canvas cargo cover. The fifth hits Mary in the thigh. She screams and hobbles toward the open door of Lazaro’s cab, Richard still clutched in her arms and blood flowing down the right leg of her coverall.

Jack turns on the heels of his shor’boots, drawing the Glock as naturally as breathing, and sees three redheads standing in a line at the junction of the service road and the Gullet Road. One is missing his hand, because the pistol he was holding blew up. He looks at his spouting wrist with perplexity rather than pain. The other two are busy reloading their bahs.

Jack fires in quick succession. All three of the redheads go down, killed with perfectly placed headshots.

They came down the service road while Mary was trying to banish Richard and save his life.

After surmounting many obstacles and surviving many perils, one of the few remaining members of their ka-tet has been undone by an act of love. This irony is not lost on him.

He checks Ry. No final words; no dying declaration. He’s gone. Jack looks briefly at the arrow lodged in his truck’s canvas cover, then runs, gun in hand, to see if the last human member of his ka-tet may yet be saved.
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Mary is sitting behind Lazaro’s steering stick, lips pulled up in a grimace that looks weirdly like a grin. Richard is sitting in her lap. The right leg of her coverall is soaked with blood. When Jack reaches to move the billy-bumbler, Richard snarls and snaps his formidable teeth a bare inch above Jack’s hands.

“Nar, nar,” Mary gasps. “Easy, Richard.”

The bumbler allows Jack to place him on the passenger seat, where he crouches with eyes only for Mary. The last foot of the bolt juts up from her thigh. Blood bubbles around it, bright red. The bolt either severed an artery or nicked one.

“I have to get it out.”

And get a tourniquet on her. At least the bolt that bounced off Francesca’s side had a hard narrow point made for quick clean kills.

“Ry?” she gasps. “Ry!”

“Gone.”

“Ran?” She’s pleading. “You mean he ran?”

“Dead. Say sorry. Hold still.”

He has a gun but no knife. He thinks there’s one in Sorcerer’s glove compartment, but there’s no time and he doesn’t need one to tear her pants, which have been thinned by many washings. The proud flesh around the bolt is purple with suffused blood.

“This is going to hurt.”

She chokes out a laugh. “Can’t hurt more than it does already.”

Arrow removal is a job for a doctor, not an ex-cop, but he has to get it out and get a tourniquet on or she’ll bleed to death. He feels around to the other side of her leg, hoping the head of the arrow has gone through so he can snap it off and pull the shaft out, knowing that would be too easy.

As if to confirm this, Mary says, “It hit the bone. Chunk. Felt it like a door slamming inside my body.”

Relying on instinct or intuition—probably different words for the same thing—Jack uses his left hand to spread the wound as wide as he can, turning the slit into a bloody mouth.

Mary reaches out blindly and grips Richard. More blood from the bumbler’s wounded back flows over her fingers, but he doesn’t squirm away or make any protest. Jack grips the shaft of the bolt with his right hand and wiggles it. Fresh blood flows from the wound. The seat beneath her is soaked with it. Mary throws her head back. The tendons on her neck stand out in the gray light of the failing day.

“Here we go,” he says, and draws the arrow out, fast and smooth. The bolt point is hammered steel, tight to the shaft. Bits of Mary’s flesh cling to it. He realizes that if the arrow had been a broadhead, or even a narrowhead, he would have torn her leg wide open. As it is, blood gushes from the widened wound. He pulls his belt out of its loops and cinches it as far around her upper thigh as he can get it.

“Don’t get fresh… with my coozie, Jack Sawyer,” she manages.

“Tempting,” he says, and she gives him a brief, choked laugh. He finally snatches a look around, sure there will be a moit of redheads waiting to shoot him with bolts or antique revolvers. But the landscape is drear and empty. The push from the Gullet seems stronger, as if Ry’s death has somehow refreshed it. Probably bullshit, but who knows?

The tourniquet slows the blood to a trickle, but when Jack loosens his belt, it begins to gush once more. He tightens the belt again. Are there scraps of her pants in the wound? Of course there are, and even if Alice’s plasum wasn’t all gone, no amount of herbal remedy would stop the infection. He got the arrow out and the bleeding is controlled for now, but he suspects that his outrageous field surgery might have made things worse in some ways. He doesn’t think infection will be a problem, because he doesn’t expect either of them—or Richard, thanks to his loyalty to Mary—will live much longer. It’s a suicide mission, always was. But he needs Mary to drive the truck, if she possibly can. Both El Grandes have to go into the Gullet. He’s sure of it, and never mind that momentary illusion in the Arrowhead installation that there was only one box.

“Jack?”

“What?”

“When I said it couldn’t hurt more than it did already? That was a lie.”

“I knew that. Can you drive?”

“Yes. Tomorrow. You have to bury Ry, and by the time you finish it’ll be dark.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea.” He doesn’t know if he’s talking about waiting until tomorrow or burying Ry. Maybe both.

“Yes. Yes you do.” She shows him the eyes on her palms. “We bury our dead.”

He loosens the tourniquet again. If the blood gushes, he’ll insist that they push on while she’s still able. Then he has to laugh at himself. Can he force her to drive? Nar, nar. But now, thank God and Gan, the bloodflow isn’t as heavy. How much has she lost? A pint? Two? He has no idea, nor can he get a reading from her complexion. She’s pale, but that could be shock. Or the fading light.

She says, “It’s pushing now instead of pulling.”

“Yes.”

“Reminds me of Dr. Doolittle. Do you remember the two-headed animal called the pushmi-pullyu?”

“Yes.”

“What if the push gets so strong the trucks can’t make headway?”

“I don’t know. How much does it hurt, Mary?”

“On a scale of one to ten, I’d say fifty-three. You keep talking about echoes, so you must see this is Roland’s ka-tet all over again.”

He shakes his head, and she laughs at him.

“You’re one stubborn dinh. And modest, like all storybook heroes are supposed to be. But you aren’t stupid. Richard is Oy, the faithful billy-bumbler in the Tet of Legend. The kiddies love stories of Oy’s smarts and daring, but the folken don’t tell the kiddies about Oy’s end, impaled on a tree. Pay was Eddie Dean, always joking. He even had a little fling with heroin as a young man, did you know?”

“I didn’t.”

“I’m Susannah now, Detta before. Just a white gal instead of a black one, and not crippled. At least until that fucking kid shot me. As for you—”

“People used to tell me I was Jason, Queen Laura’s son who died. But I wasn’t Jason, and I’m not the second coming of Roland Deschain.”

“I’m in too much pain to argue, sai. Now do the necessary. Honor Ry, do’ya.”
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By the time Jack finishes burying Ry in the sandy triangle between Gullet Road and the service road which leads to their final destination, early dark has come and he knows they’ll have to spend another night in this godforsaken wilderness, like it or not. He doesn’t. There’s no wind, but dirt and stones that were being pulled toward the Gullet have now reversed direction, those hitting the trucks bonging like steel drums. The pushmi-pullyu indeed, he thinks.

Are there more redheads that may come upon them, or are they content to let the push do the job? He doesn’t know. What he does know is that of the eight who started on this terrible journey, only three are left, and only two—he and Richard—are unwounded. If Mary dies in the night, Richard will be wounded, too.

Over the grave he says, “May you find good company in the clearing, Ryall Connors of New York. May you do as well as may be. Long days and pleasant nights, sai.”
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He climbs to the top of Francesca and briefly considers trying to unbolt the .50-cal from its mount. He might be able to manage that, but then what? With ammo, it would weigh almost a hundred pounds. He’s sure Rambo could do it, but the recoil would knock him over even if he could somehow push the dual triggers. The SAW is lighter, and there’s the AR-15, but the SAW would be bulky and the AR might jam at a critical moment. He needs something more powerful than his Glock, which is low on cartridges.

He settles on the Dragonfire missile launcher, but when he lifts it, he uncovers a square gadget with a pistol grip and copper sides. He’s never seen it before, but supposes Ry picked it up in the Hold 19 armory. It’s an ARC ThrowFlame, and according to the stamp on the base, it was made in Cleveland, Ohio. He sniffs the tank beneath the short barrel and smells the same diesel fuel their trucks run on, when they’re not utilizing solar power. There’s a safety switch. He pushes it to the UNLOCK position. When he gives the trigger a test-squeeze, a long rope of flame shoots from the muzzle. He decides to take this instead of the missile launcher. It’s not intuition but logic. With the Dragonfires, there’s too much chance of a dud.

The ThrowFlame fits nicely into the totesack that was a Yeti bag when Jack filled it with Coke in Nebraska. And the Coke became something called Cooa-Cooa Ori Tay. Different name, same taste. Twinners. He slings the totesack over his shoulder. The flamethrower inside bangs against his side. Is its sudden appearance—so convenient!—ka or just happenstance? Live or Memorex? Does it matter this late in the game? This is overtime, Jack thinks.

When he returns to Mary, she points at the sky. A column of light rises in the darkness, and a brilliant image of the Gullet is tattooed on the low-hanging clouds like a photograph. It zigzags from the west horizon all the way to the east, the image seeming to waver as the clouds move.

“Yonder’s what we came for,” she says.

“Yes.”

“What we waded through a river of shit for.”

“Yes.”

“What five of us died for.”

“Yes.”

“How far is it?”

“Two miles. Maybe less.”

Her cheeks are flushed and her forehead is beaded with sweat. Jack takes her hand. It’s warm. No, hot.

“How much fever, Jack?”

“You’re cool as a cucumber.”

She smiles. “You know what Pay would say? He’d say that’s not just bullshit but bullshit of the purest ray supreme.”

She deserves the truth, or as much of it as he can give her. “It’s not great. For an infection to be here already, and already so advanced…” He points to the Blasted Lands, where the landscape is glowing faintly. She doesn’t ask for an explanation, only nods. He thinks if he checked a radiation-suit badge, it would now be red. The poison is baking into their bones and lungs and soft tissue.

“I hate the push,” she says querulously. “It’s like gravity in reverse.”

“Good way to put it.” Perfect, actually. It’s pushing them back, away from the Gullet. And here it’s still weak. Ahead, he can see where the Devils Tower used to be—another echo. They’re becoming tiresome, but he and Mary won’t be spending much longer in the echo chamber.

“Do you know what to do?” Mary asks.

He says nothing, but the idea came to him while he was laying Ryall to rest. Maybe the only idea.

“You do, don’t you? You have your intuition, I have my extra eyes.”

“I’m scared to try it, but you have to drive that truck. You’re the only one left.”

They both understand there’s no other option. Neither of them knows what will happen.

“Those gray things are also twins,” she says. “Remember when we took them out of that hole deep down in the Christless Arrowhead Project? I thought they looked harmless. Like attaché cases.”

He says, “For a minute I thought they were one.”

“Is that so?”

“An illusion.” But suppose it wasn’t? Suppose they were single-natured… like him?

Jack realizes something that probably only seems interesting because it’s late and it’s dark and he’s scared to death. Not intuition but a deduction. Ever since Hold 19, they spoke of their growing cargo as El Grande Plasums, but as a California boy with a working knowledge of Spanish, he knows that was never correct. Because el is singular. Los is plural.

He says to her, “Cómo te sientes?”

—How do you feel?

She responds at once. “No tan buena.” Then, after a pause: “Me siento como una mierda.”

—I feel like shit.

“That good, huh?”

“Better.”

He points two fingers, one at Sorcerer and one at Lazaro. “Crees que son dos?”

—Are they two?

“No sé.”

—I don’t know.

“Hablas español?”

“Do I speak Spanish? Are you crazy?”

“Probably.”

“Et si on parlait français, ma belle?”

—How about French, girlfriend?

“What are you talking about? Are you crazy?”

“Probably.”

It was her arm submerged in El Grande Plasum that did it. She doesn’t know because she’s feverish and in pain. What else can it do? They will find out.

She smiles. It’s close to a grimace, but he recognizes the difference. “We’ve been some miles, Jack Sawyer. Haven’t we?”

“We have.”

They look at each other in the baleful light of the Gullet, its mirror image—it’s Twinner—reflected down from the clouds. She finally says, “But this is the finish.”

“I don’t necessarily think—”

“Too late, Jack.”

“Okay, probably, yes.”

“I really could see. At least until the booze turned me into a faker. Do you believe me?”

“I do.” He’s seen her gift in action, and she came by it naturally—no Talisman required.

“So I want to tell you something, and I want… no I need you to pay attention. We say ka is a wheel. We all say it. It’s right up there with have a good day and how ya doin on America-side. And it’s right, but it’s wrong, too, because a wheel can do nothing but turn. It can’t change, Jack. Only people can change.”

“I guess that’s so.” To Jack it seems like a no-brainer, but he’s too polite to say so, especially when she’s badly wounded and feverish from infection. The way she’s looking at him suggests that it’s very important. To her, at least.

“Just remember.”

“Okay.”

“If you can, that is.”

“Don’t get you.”

“Never mind. Now let’s do the thing.”

There’s no need to explain; they both know what thing they’re talking about. He’s been squatting on his hunkers. Now he gets up.

“This is going to hurt.”

“Do you think I’m stupid? I know it will.”

He realizes that once upon a time he did think she was stupid. He has been wrong about so many things.

“Get ready, ma belle.”

He picks her up. She makes a sound that’s too weak to be a scream. Her face is a pale mask in the reflected light from beyond the hills. “Spank my ass and call me Sally, Jack.”

Richard gives an almost human cry of alarm and scrambles down from the cab. He follows them around to the back of the truck. Jack’s arms are full of Mary, so she’s the one who pushes back the vehicle tarpaulin. El Grande Plasum looks more like a great gray loaf of unbaked bread than ever, and he can see it slowly pulsing.

“Are you sure, Mary?”

“There’s nothing else if you expect me to drive Lazaro even two miles. I’ll be unconscious by daybreak and likely dead by noon.”

Jack’s best guess is that great gray mass of who-knows-what will kill her long before she has a chance to get behind Lazaro’s driving stick. The gray thing will drown her and the last he’ll see of her will be her staring amazed eyes before she goes under like a woman swallowed by quicksand.

His second-best guess is that nothing at all will happen.

He lays her down.

El Grande Plasum turns pink.
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It’s much brighter than it was when he laid his hands on it. Bright pink. Skin-of-a-Barbie-doll pink. It first outlines her body, then spreads until it illuminates the truck’s entire cargo area with a strong but somehow delicate light. He can see brilliant comets of yellow and orange dashing to and fro beneath its surface and he feels a tidal wave inside his head, a kind of cramming sensation. The Talisman’s final guardian battered down a door in the black hotel to get at him and this is like that battering.

He had crossed the dining room while the Talisman cried TO ME! JASON, COME TO ME! He was holding the guitar pick Speedy Parker gave him as a good luck charm, or a sigul. Certainly no more than that… or so he had believed.

TO ME! COME TO ME!

The final guardian, an affrit wearing the armor of a long-gone knight, had smashed its way out of the Heron Bar, saying Little boy, your time is up. It came at him like a killer robot, every step of its shod feet shaking the floor.

So much input, so many memories that were lost and now are found. He sees it all—every dot of rust on the dead knight’s chain-mail, the spike-studded gauntlets rising to lift the helmet and showing the cowering boy armed only with a guitar pick—

“Nothing,” he whispered. “It had no head. The knight had no head!”

“Jack? What are you talking abou…”

Her voice is temporarily lost in the onrush of that great engine. Had Speedy Parker told him to use the guitar pick on the knight-thing, or had it been the Talisman? Did it matter? He had slammed the pick into the not-face that had been lurking behind the helmet, and in that instant saw on the pick’s surface the face of Laura DeLoessian, the Queen of Mid-World.

And the face of his mother.

When the guitar pick made contact, the face of the guardian had appeared: wrinkled and ancient. Its red eyes had winked out, and the suit of armor it had been wearing fell apart.

“I killed the guardian,” he whispers. “The last guardian.”

Mary doesn’t reply. Her eyes are closed.

He sees—now he sees—every splinter on the stairs as he climbed them to where

(JASON! TO ME!)

the Talisman waited. He can hear not one voice but a thousand, maybe a million. They are singing, singing.

Fought the knights and climbed

(to the ballroom)

the stairs. Because the ballroom was where it was.

He will choke on the input unless he can channel it. The Grande Plasum might not mean to destroy his mind with this glut of memories—he doesn’t think it wants to hurt him, may not take much notice of him at all—but it could, just as a child who picks up a loaded gun may shoot himself in the head while looking down the barrel to see where the bullet comes out.

“Mary, be careful! Guard yourself, if you can!”

“I… I… Jesus!” She stares at him with wide eyes. “Oh my God and Gan! Are you… are you…”

“I’m all right,” he says. “Are you?”

“Yes… I think… is it Gan? Jack, is it?”

“I don’t think so.”

“The Talisman, then? Your Talisman?”

He looks past the fan of her spread-out hair, into the suddenly translucent pink depths, at those hustling points of light.

“I don’t think so.” He thinks—without knowing why: Not the apple but the seed. Not the gun but the trigger. “No wonder the old ones buried these things deep. They’re powerful beyond belief. Can you communicate with it?”

“No,” she says. “Not at all. But… Jack… the pain is gone.”

He doesn’t believe she realizes it, but her leg is now submerged in the Grande Plasum the way her hand was, but he couldn’t see her hand. He can see her leg, because what was gray and opaque is now like a translucent pink syrup. Those yellow and orange sparks are clustering around the bolt wound, coruscating. Hundreds, then thousands. If he stares at them, he’ll be hypnotized. He looks around and sees Richard is up on his hind legs, looking at his beloved. The bumbler’s eyes have also turned pink, reflecting those yellow and orange comets.

He feels it, too, Jack thinks. How much can that little bumbler brain take before it explodes?

Richard loves Mary, would almost certainly die for her (and yet might), but he’s not immune to self-preservation. He gives a keening cry, drops to all fours, and sprints into the dark, beyond that thing’s zone of influence.

Jack looks around and sees bright pink light shining through the back tarps shielding Sorcerer’s cargo compartment.

It’s wide awake. This is what it was made for, all along. To heal… and to call.

He goes to Sorcerer. Looks at the bright pink pulsing mass. Then, gripping the truck’s tailgate with both hands, he bends down, keeping his eyes open, staring into that glowing accretion. There are other worlds than these, indeed.

He takes a deep breath, then pushes down and forward.

El Grande Plasum accepts him.
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On December 21st, 1981, a boy named Jack Sawyer stands near the place where the water and the land come together, hands cradling an object of some worth, looking out at the night-steady Atlantic.

—Yar, back from my journeying.

He comes to the deserted hotel and his mother sees him from the window and tries to call out, but her voice is too lost and broken for him to hear. The globe in his hands flashes bright, brighter, brightest. He breaks into a run, crosses the empty lobby with its fused and blackened telephone switchboard, pounds up the stairs, first by twos, then by threes, the Talisman stuttering one more flash of pink El Grande light.

—Yar. So it did.

He bursts into their room and picks her up. She got as far as the window, but then her legs gave out. Like Mary’s, her hip and shoulder are as hot as the door of a stove. She has no comforting pads of flesh over her bones; the cancer has erased them. As he carries her to the bed, her wedding ring falls from her shrunken finger and glitters in the dark. But when he puts her down, she touches him. Caresses him.

—Yar. So she did.

I picked the Talisman up, and

and then

then
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Jack pulls his head out of the Grande Plasum. There’s an audible pop that would be comical under less desperate circumstances. He staggers backward in the steady push from the Gullet. He tosses his head back to fling the wet hair out of his eyes, but his hair is dry. He goes back to Mary. Is pushed to her.

“Jack? Are you there?” Except for her right leg, Mary’s still on the surface of the glowing pink thing. She raises a hand to shield her eyes. “It’s so bright.”

“I’m here.”

The torn leg of her coverall is unraveling, threads being wafted upward by those yellow and orange sparks of light. The sparks cluster in the blood-caked hole where the bolt went in.

She asks, “What happened to you? It’s like you had a fit, or something.”

“I suppose I did. I remembered.” It seems like such a candyass word for what he experienced with his head dunked in the Grande Plasum that he laughs. “I know what we’re supposed to do.

“Is it healing you, Mary?”

“Oh believe me. And the pain is gone. But it’s a race now, because the Plasums are waking the redheads. They came from all over Mid-World to sleep in the clune-delah. But now they’re waking up.”

“How long have we got? Do you know?”

“A little time. Not long. Maybe until daylight. Help me.”

She lifts her arms. He locks his own around her and pulls. The leg comes up slowly, the Grande Plasum pulling up around it in a kind of areole. The skin of her leg is white and perfect. There were tattoos just above her malleoli, bands of overlapping butterflies. The one on her left ankle is still there. The one on the right is gone without leaving so much as a shadow.

Her foot comes free with that same pop. He expects the Grande Plasum to fade back to gray, but it doesn’t. Neither does the one in Sorcerer. They shine like lighthouses. These sleepers are fully awake. He sets Mary on her feet.

“Okay?”

She smiles. “Perfect. Look at this.” She jogs twenty feet, then runs back. Richard comes out of the deepening shadows and sniffs at her bare leg, then looks up at her. It’s clear what he wants. She picks him up. He stretches his neck to sniff at her face.

“Don’t worry, it’s still me.”

Jack touches her forehead to confirm what he already knows. Her fever is gone.

“Are we supposed to do something tonight, Jack? With them, or for them? I think we are.”

“Yes.” It’s something else he knows, thanks to his brain-bath. “You need to back up Lazaro. I’ll back Sorcerer up until they’re almost touching. Do you kennit?”

“I do.”

“Can you?”

“I can.”

She and Richard get in her truck. Jack gets in his. He turns Sorcerer, and the warped axle creaks but holds. The truck slumps to the left and stalls. It doesn’t matter. Mary reverses until the back of Lazaro is only inches from Sorcerer. She gets out and joins him.

“What happens now?”

“Watch and wait.”

The thin sheets of dust that had been flying southwest are gone. The push from the Gullet has stopped.

The Grande Plasums grow brighter than ever. The pink becomes a blinding white. The one in the back of Lazaro begins to bulge. It puts out a pseudopod, closes the scant distance between the trucks, and welds itself to the one in the back of Sorcerer. It’s like an umbilical cord. The one in Sorcerer swells as the other shrinks, growing brighter than ever. Then that one too begins to shrink. Loses color. Turns gray.

As Jack and Mary watch, it grows ever smaller. Edges appear where there was formerly just a jellylike mass.

In the end, it’s an attaché case again. Or something that looks like one.

Mary stares at Jack with wonder. “It’s bigger than what we found in the Arrowhead hold.”

“Yes, because now it’s both,” he says. “What I saw on that first day was right. It was never a Twinner. It was always single-natured, like me. They split it in two, because they recognized how powerful it was.”

“Who did that? The Old Ones?”

He shrugs. “I don’t know.”

“Precious cargo,” she says. “I can feel it.”

“Yes. Me too.”

“If it’s so powerful, maybe we should go now.”

Jack shakes his head. “There may be redheads waiting for us in the dark. Best to wait. And I have more to tell you, if you want to hear.”

“I do.”
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There’s no wood with which to make a fire, so they use the spare tires and the torn canvas tarp over the back of Sorcerer. Burning rubber makes a hellacious stink, so they sit downwind. Richard is once more nestled in Mary’s lap. Three survivors. At least for one more night.

He tells her about how his mother, nicknamed the Queen of the Bs, soldiered through any number of low-budget pictures with good grace and good humor. He tells her how his friend Richard was so terrified by his one sideslip into the Territories as a young child—little more than a toddler—that he consequently refused to believe in that other world, even when his denial was killing him. Richard’s father separated the boys by sending Richard to the Thayer School, halfway across the country.

“I don’t know for sure,” Jack says to Mary by the light of the dying fire, “but I think Morgan did it so I wouldn’t tell my chum that he wasn’t having delusions or nightmares, that the Territories—what I now know as Mid-World—were real. I wouldn’t put it past Morgan. He was a true bottled-in-bond slimebucket.”

He barks sudden laughter. The bumbler looks up.

“What?” Mary asks.

“Chum. I used to call Richard that sometimes when I wanted to get his goat. Chum, chum, chum! How he hated it.”

It’s the first time he’s told these things to anyone since he told them to Sophie, the two of them lying together in bed after making love, Sophie nestled in the crook of his arm.

He tells Mary the part he never told Sophie, because he couldn’t remember. Except perhaps in dreams.

“We came to an empty hotel—the Agincourt. Half in the Territories and half in California. It was like they merged, the way magic and advanced technology seem to merge over here. We were walking by then. Met Speedy on the beach. He was in bad shape physically but still strong mentally. Still determined to do the right thing. He gave me the float. I got Richard onto that inflatable version of Silver Lady, and we went under the terrace and into the Agincourt. Somehow Richard managed. Left him in the dining room. He was very sick, drifting in and out of consciousness. There were sores on his face and bumps under his shirt. I could feel them. I covered him with a tablecloth.”

“Was he… I don’t know… turning into a Slow Mutant?”

Jack shakes his head. “I don’t know. Maybe. Something like that, anyway. I had to fight something that looked like a knight in armor. There were others. I got past some, killed at least one. With a guitar pick.”

“A magic guitar pick?” Mary sounds bemused but not disbelieving.

“Yes. Went upstairs to the ballroom. The Territories Ballroom, said so right on the doors.”

“Where you found your Talisman.”

“Yes. It was floating up high. Turning and shedding light on the room and on me.”

“Like a disco ball?”

He smiles. “Sort of. I held out my arms to feel its force. I called for it, and it came.”

“What did it look like? Do you remember now?”

“Yes. But anything I tell you won’t come close to what it was. I’ll try, but…” He shakes his head. “It was maybe three feet in circumference. Brilliant. Otherworldly. It made me think of the spaceships in Close Encounters of the Third Kind, a movie that came after your when.”

“Like Sorcerer.”

“Yes. Like Sorcerer. It was fragile, and it was indestructible. It was strong but it could be broken. Nothing made by the Old People in any world. It was the world, Mary. All worlds. I can’t say it any better than that.”

“Whorls,” Richard says, softly, from Mary’s lap.

“I took it back. Richard came with. We were guarded by good Wolfs. The Talisman sang to me, Mary. It sang.”

“Yes. I’m sure it did.”

“I carried it cross-country to my mother. She was at the Alhambra Inn and Gardens in New Hampshire. I was just in time. I found her on the floor in our suite of rooms, hardly breathing. I set the Talisman down—carefully—and picked her up. She was so light. And her hair felt full of sand, I remember that. As if she had been walking on the beach. Maybe she had been, delirious, before she got too weak. I don’t know.”

The fire flares, lighting his gaunt face, and in it she can see the boy he was, once upon a time and long ago.

“I lifted her. Put her on the bed. She touched my face. Caressed me. Even though she was dying. I think she held on for me. I know that’s probably hard to believe.” Tears begin to spill down his cheeks. He wipes them away.

“No. It’s not. She was your mother and you were a kid. What did it do?” Mary re-thinks that. “What did you do?”

This memory has also come back.

“It brightened when I picked it up. Like a rainbow. It felt like glass before, but my hands must have warmed it, because it was more pliable. Like the Grande Plasum when I first touched it. It split open and rainbow light poured out.”

He quits trying to wipe the tears away. This story is almost done. The last story. It’s painful and sweet.

“Birds sang outside the hotel, even though it was night. Her face lit up. The light spread up and down her body. There was a smell of jasmine. Hibiscus. Roses. Sweet hay just after it’s cut. I felt like I was being born.

“Her eyes opened. Her mouth opened. All that rainbow light… all those sweet smells… they went into her. And she was healed. Like your wound. Like when I come back to Mid-World. But more. Stronger. The breathing skeleton I’d found lying on the floor was my mother again.”

“What happened to the Talisman?”

“It deflated. When I looked around, it was gone.”

“You… what? Used it up?”

He thinks, Not the apple but the seed.

He does his best to smile at her. “Things like that are never used up. That’s my story. There’s more, but I’m tired and hungry.”

“Why did you tell it? Did you just want to get it out before we die?”

He points to the gray attaché case. “I told you because that’s a power generator. A kind of microphone.”

She doesn’t ask what he means, just lifts Richard aside and stands up. There isn’t even a scar where the bah-bolt went in. “I’m hungry, too. Let’s see what I can rustle up.”
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Their last meal is corned beef hash. Although it only needs to be reheated rather than actually cooked, Mary still manages to burn it. She apologizes, saying Ry would have done a better job. Jack waves it off and eats with good appetite.

He’s hidden away a tin of cookies in his gunna, and there’s no better time to share them out. He opens the vacuum-sealed tin and divides them. The squiggles on the can are totally unreadable, but he thinks they taste like the Lorna Doones he used to get for snacktime in preschool.

She smiles, although he’s said nothing. “You remember that far back?”

“I do now. Everything. You?”

“I think… I remember the light when I came out of my mother. How scary is that?”

“Very.”

“That Grande thing may be a microphone, but it’s a lot more, isn’t it?”

“Yes.”

“And even more powerful as a single thing?”

“Yes. Like smashing together uranium and plutonium to make an atomic bomb. Just by the way, I think it was the sort of thing Richard’s father was fooling with in the Blasted Lands.”

“Jesus.”

“Is it getting inside you?” he asks. “Changing you?”

She tilts her hand back and forth. “Poco-poco. Most of it’s going right by. Streaming by. Like water running through an overhead pipe. You?”

“Same.” He holds out the last two cookies. “Want these?”

She takes them. “They aren’t ETs from Caiden’s, but they ain’t bad. And I’m so hungry.”

“Caiden’s seems like a long time ago, doesn’t it?”

Mary nods. “Another world. Remember saving me from the water tower?”

“Yes.

“How long before it starts again?” Now he’s speaking of the pull that’s become a push.

“Not long.”

“You know that?”

“Yes. So do you. I’d sure like to see one more dawn.”

“We will.”

She holds out her arms. “Want to?”

He discovers he does. They celebrate her recovery and his story on their last night and after their last meal.
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He wakes with the first light in the east, knowing it will already be full light in Dezi. The few remaining fishing boats will be putting out to sea with the fishermen and fisherwomen calling amiable hoy hoys back and forth. He wishes he could see those boats with their colorful sails one more time but knows he never will, and asks himself (with wonder rather than regret) why, when anytime could be the last time, folks ignore the ordinary as well as the strange and the beautiful. Mary is still beside him, still asleep, still wrapped to the hairline in blankets. Richard is awake, and looking at Jack with his amber eyes.

The push has started again. Still light for now, like the outlying breeze that signals the advent of a storm. Or a hurricane.

“Come to me, Richard,” Jack says. He speaks in English, the words clumsy and slow after so long in the speech. He has to think about each one. But the billy-bumbler understands. He comes and sits between Jack’s crossed legs, looking up with that bright gaze.

Still in English, speaking low: “Hear me now, you killer of plunjas. You friend of Mary. You friend of Jack. You aren’t Oy of Roland’s ka-tet and you are not a servant to his fate. You came from nowhere and as your dinh, I tell you that now you must return. It’s my wish, but it’s hers, as well.”

Richard looks at Mary with clear longing, then to Jack again. He understands; in the constant force of the Grande Plasum, he is helpless not to.

“Go then. Live your life, my friend. May you find other worlds than this one.”

Richard studies Jack’s face, then goes to Mary. He sniffs at her cheek and puts a lick there—one quick wink of his tongue. Then, with a last look, he trudges from their final camp. Not the way they came; he will not retrace the road that leads to Riven, and Pernil, and eventually back to Dezi, but to the west, where—who knows?—he may eventually find the lost and mythical City of Gilead.

Mary wakes up a few minutes later. She looks for Richard. “Is he gone?”

Jack nods.

“Good. Good.”

She covers her face.
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The push is growing stronger. Faded eggshell blue appears as the clouds overhead rift apart. Jack is glad. It’s good that Richard is gone, also good there’s a little sunshine.

Mary wipes her wet cheeks. “The push will get strong, won’t it?”

“Yar.”

“Will that—” She points to the Grande Plasum. “—stop it?”

“I don’t know.”

“I think it will try. But the thing in the Gullet is also strong. Let’s go before I lose my guts.”

“One thing first.”

He takes the Glock from his docker’s clutch and pops the slide. A bullet flies up and he catches it easily in midair. He hands it to her.

“What—”

“You gave me a present. This is all I have to give in return except for my wedding ring, and I’ll never part with that. I expect to be buried with it.” Probably in yonder crack in the earth. “Put it safe.”

One of her pocket-linings has been melted away by the Grande Plasum, so she puts it in the other, giving him a look. “Is that all?”

“Nope. I learned a long time ago never to hand someone a gun with a round in the chamber.” He twists the Glock into her belt loop, drop-rider style. Now she has his gun in one loop and the sonic bolt gun in another.

“I’m a regular two-gun Sam,” she says. “Do you have that flamethrower gadget?”

“Yes.” He holds it up.

“Put it in the docker’s clutch.”

He doesn’t ask her why. He doesn’t understand, but she knows, he’s sure of it, and that’s good enough. There’s method in her madness; she knows a hawk from a handsaw when the wind is southerly… and it is now.

She stands on her toes and plants a soft kiss on his mouth. “Now let’s go while we still can.” She starts toward Lazaro.

“Don’t need to take that truck,” Jack says. “Cargo’s gone. We can finish it together.”

“No. This is how it’s supposed to end, Jack—don’t you know that?” So saying, she swings up into Lazaro’s cab.
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[image: The Gullet, a vast glowing chasm where a strange mechanical eye-like structure hangs above surging energy and fractured rock.]
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Sorcerer and Lazaro descend the service road in switchbacks that Jack remembers. They pass through a desolate landscape that has sunken even deeper into the earth. Over a low ridge like the shoulder of a buried giant shines the bright hell-light coming from the Gullet. He waits for the five tones from Close Encounters, both welcoming and ominous, but they don’t come.

Here and there rocks banded with red iron oxide and bone-white chert jut up like rotten teeth. The descent is steeper than it was last time, and the rocks are rounded, eroded much faster than nature intended by the steady pull of the Gullet—a pull that’s now reversed. Last time he came here, he couldn’t see the crack in the earth until he passed the Devils Tower, but now the mesa is gone and he can see it clearly. It stretches in a long and gaping zigzag to the northwest. It hasn’t progressed quite as much in the other direction, possibly because something has held it back. It might have been El Grande Plasum; it might even have been the approach of the ka-tet.

The two trucks travel close together, spuming up dust. Jack hears Mary gear down as the push from the Gullet grows stronger. He does the same. The needles on the dashboard dials are jittering wildly, maybe because of the radiation baking in from the Blasted Lands, maybe because of some force coming from the clune-delah. Nevertheless, Jack can feel the Grande Plasum ramping up its own force. He knows he couldn’t flip to America-side now even if he wanted to. The Plasum wants him here. Jack does, too. This is where it ends.

He sees silhouettes against the glare coming from the cleft in the ground, and knows they’re redheads. The final guard. As they, those of America-side, come closer, bah-bolts begin to clatter off the windshield. Someone fires a gun; someone else fires a Dragonfire missile, which explodes just in front of Lazaro. Jack is afraid it’s gotten Mary, then sees the truck roll out of the dust cloud the missile has thrown up. She’s using her windshield wipers to clear away the dirt.

The service road splits in two. Jack flags his hand out his window—left, left, left. That’s veering away from the Gullet, but she follows him without hesitation; he is the dinh. A bullet shatters Sorcerer’s right window, and he feels a bitter zing of pain at the back of his neck. If he hadn’t been bent forward, gripping the steering stick, the bullet would have hit him in the head.

He bounces and rocks across unsteady ground with the Gullet now on his right. The push is shoving him toward the driver’s door. More bah-bolts rattle against the cab and body of the truck. Bullets spang off the hood and passenger-side door. Lazaro is still right behind him, Mary’s face a white oval behind the dirty windshield. He can feel her determination. She’s thinking of him. The push intensifies. Only the weight of the trucks keeps them from tipping over.

He thinks of Alice, Lady of the Plates.

George.

Spinner.

Jory.

Richard, the wanderer who came from the wastelands and to the wastelands has returned.

He thinks of Pay wearing a joke arrow in his head.

He thinks of Mary.

And Sophie.

Always Sophie.

(NOW! NOW! COME TO ME NOW!)

The Talisman’s cry, known from the end of his childhood journey and at the end of this one. It goes to the gray thing that looks like an attaché case, and from there it goes out, amplified, blasting away the push coming from the Gullet. He hears Mary

(it’s coming Jack ah God ah Gan it’s so beautiful)

call out in his mind. He sees it for just a moment overhead, all those rainbow colors, the Talisman waiting all these years

(ka)

to close the circle. Because the wheel turns, do ya not kennit, and always comes back to where it started.
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Jack swings the steering stick back the other way and Sorcerer turns in a semicircle. The clune-delah is now on the left side. The redheads are shooting at the Talisman, which has appeared over the Gullet as it once appeared in the Agincourt’s Territories Ballroom. It floats there a hundred feet up like a strange satellite, immune to both the Gullet’s attraction and deflection. Where has it come from? Jack thinks it was with them all along, waiting its time. Waiting to be called by the unification of El Grande Plasum. It’s jigging from side to side, avoiding the bahs and bullets, and Jack thinks with dismay of how fragile it is.

As he pulls the flamethrower from the docker’s clutch, a well-aimed bolt flies through the window and impales his hand. He tears the bolt free without even feeling it, gears down all the way, aims the ARC out the window, and pulls the trigger. Flame leaps out, bent a little sideways by the push, but he has allowed for that. Thirty feet of fire crisps half a dozen of the redheaded defenders, and even through the mighty glare coming up from the wound in the earth, he can see them burning like torches. Instead of shooting at the rainbow-blazing UFO, the survivors go back to shooting at him and Lazaro. Behind him he can hear Mary firing the Glock, and sees two more of the Praetorian Guard fly backward into the gulf.

(NOW DO IT NOW)

His cry is rebroadcast at deafening volume both by the Talisman and the gray box that is his cargo. The cry fills Mary’s head. Somewhere, not too far away, a wandering billy-bumbler pauses his slow walk and rises up on his back legs, turning toward the push, which suddenly reverses again. There comes another voice, full of hate and malice.

(THEN COME TO ME THOU WRETCHED MEDDLERS!)

Whatever lives in the Gullet has decided that if it must die, it won’t do so alone.

I have lived in America-side and I have lived in the Territories, Jack thinks. It has been a life full of wonders. Now it’s time to open my hand and let it fly away.

The flamethrower gives one more yellow-orange spurt and then quits. Jack hurls it out the window. More bolts clatter off the windshield as he hauls the steering stick all the way to the left. As he upshifts toward the glare from the Gullet and floors the accelerator, he finds time to wave to Mary from the driver’s side window.

She waves back.

The Talisman, glowing brightly, drops into the Gullet, lighting its darkness. The last few redheads cower away from it.

Jack and Mary plunge over, and into the mystery.

Cargo delivered.
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The glare dies at once. The surviving redheads of the clune-delah look at each other with the dazed expressions of men and women waking from a deep sleep and terrible nightmare. Several turn and jump into the black split in the earth, plunging down and down after Sorcerer and Lazaro and the Talisman. Two of them, a boy and a girl, clasp hands. These echoes of Charles Starkweather and Caril Ann Fugate, of Roy Kinneston and Tara Lynne Speckhoffer, share a kiss and then jump together.

The others wander away, perhaps to die of radiation poisoning in the Blasted Lands, perhaps to find their way back to the communities of the living. Do they repent? Unlikely; repentance depends on remembrance. Some few of these will be taken in, mostly by the Manni-folk, whose central creed is forgiveness. Many others will be hung high, protesting that they don’t understand what it is they are being executed for.

Overhead, two plunjas circle, waiting for the carrion feast below.

A deep groaning comes from the earth. Rocks, dust, and dirt cascade into the Gullet. The edges collapse into the depths as the sides begin, very slowly, to move together. It will be long—can you say delah—before it seals itself entirely, leaving only a scar upon the land, but the malevolent force that inhabited it has been swallowed by the Generative Artificial Intelligence Node which Jack Sawyer and Mary Klee delivered. That thing—self-creating AI—was split in two by its creators when they realized it was growing into a god. The thing which GAIN called—the Talisman—was something far beyond even the technology of the Old People. That the force in the Gullet, possibly but not necessarily the essence of the Crimson King, determined to bring down Discordia, has also destroyed the GAIN is probably a good thing. In the end, in spite of its best intentions (What if they’re good? Mary asked), GAIN—also known as El Grande Plasum—would have been as dangerous and as apt to swallow the world as the clune-delah.

Do ya not see it.






PART THREE ECHOES FADE, ECHOES REMAIN


Often when you think you’re at the end of something, you’re at the beginning of something else.

—Fred Rogers

What goes around comes around.

—Old saying







37

[image: Jack Sawyer stands overlooking a vast barren landscape, holding a small round object marked K A as beams of light descend from the sky.]
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NEW YORK, APRIL 1976

Mary Klee comes out of a crazy dream sitting on a toilet seat with her pants around her ankles. They are dark blue linen, the bottom half of a smart suit she bought at Henri Bendel—a real splurge, but a gal only gets on TV a first time once. And sometimes it’s the last.

Did she fall asleep before her big moment? Or pass out? She doesn’t have butterflies, so why would she pass out? And who is Jack to her? She can’t remember. Can’t even remember his last name. Sawtelle, maybe?

She’s in a toilet stall at quarter past seven in the morning, and if there was any question about where that toilet stall is located, the poster on the door of her stall would locate her. It’s for a soap opera called Ryan’s Hope. She’s in the ABC Building on West 66th. Below the poster is a slapped-on bumper sticker for Carter/Mondale. Above it, some wit has written Dream on you Pussy!

There’s a courtesy knock on the bathroom door, then a woman says, “Mary? Are you all right?”

“Fine!” She flushes and pulls up her pants, careful not to wrinkle her silk blouse when she tucks it in.

The producer (or whatever she is) comes in. “You worried me a little, thought you might have run out on us. It’s been known to happen.”

“And miss my big chance at stardom?”

The producer’s name is Tanya or Tallie. Something like that. She waits while Mary washes her hands, then leads her into a bright makeup room—lots of mirrors surrounded by lightbulbs. Michael Douglas—so handsome!—is in one of the chairs, wearing a bib over his suit jacket and tie. He gives her a glance and says, “Break a leg, young lady.”

Mary looks at herself in the mirror and sees, by God

(and Gan)

that she really is a young lady. Wasn’t she just fifty-eight and driving a truck through a desolate desert landscape?

“Ridiculous,” she says, and Douglas hoicks an eyebrow. “To break a leg on a morning show, I mean. This isn’t exactly Macbeth.”

“Now you’ve cursed us all,” Douglas says, and gives her a look and a smile that gives her what her mother called a “happy-down-there” tingle.

Her dream is fading now, losing color, as dreams tend to do.

The makeup woman says, “You’re gorgeous, doll. Just a quick touch of powder. Close your eyes.”

She closes them and sees bright amber eyes turned up to hers.

Richard, she thinks.

Then: I fell asleep on the hopper like an old lady.

“It’s time to get you backstage,” Tallie or Tanya says. “No dead air on live TV, you know.”

Michael Douglas flashes her another grin. “Dazzle em, Lady Macbeth.”

“No, Alice was the lady,” she says, and his brow furrows in puzzlement. Mary can relate. The only Alice she knows is the grumpy old lady who lives in the apartment above her.

Then she’s backstage, waiting to go on in front of Gan only knows how many millions of people. Not as many as watch Today—GMA is strictly bush league compared to the NBC morning show—but a lot. She reaches into the pocket of her Henri Bendel jacket and closes her fist around her lucky charm. (Every psychic should have a lucky charm.) This one is a 9mm bullet, perfect for a Glock… although Mary owns no handguns and never would. She doesn’t know how she knows it’s a 9mm, or that it could fit a Glock. Also, she’s hazy about where she found it. On the street, maybe, or in a gutter? She’s had it for… oh, she doesn’t know how long. It’s very weird not to know those things, and weirder to know what she does know about it, or how it relates to the

(daze faint nap dream)

she just had in the Ladies’. It seemed to last a long time, too, but time is funny in dreams. And there’s no time to think about it now, because David Hartman is telling an audience of millions, “Our next guest is a young psychic who recently led police to not just one burial site of a missing child, but two—one in California, and one in New Jersey. A photo of her in People magazine has become quite a favorite with our armed forces.”

The monitor shows Mary looking trim in a one-piece bathing suit, one strap seductively lowered. The photographer talked her into it, kind of embarrassing, but she must admit she looks pretty rad. Not like the recently dried-out alcoholic I was in that dream, she thinks. Which is stupid, because she rarely drinks. She’s afraid to, because her mother was a lush.

David Hartman stands up. “It’s my pleasure to welcome the prettiest psychic in the business, Miss Mary Klee.”

She steps onto the set with a smile, holding out her hand. They sit for the interview and she thinks, I’m the warm-up act. Michael Douglas is the main attraction.

“Mary, it’s great to have you. I have to ask, what did you think when John Gerard’s mother asked if you could help find her missing son?”

“I said yes, of course.”

“Did you touch any of his clothes? I’ve seen that in the movies.”

“I don’t need to touch anything when my eyes are open.”

He frowns, as if he doesn’t understand. As if this hasn’t been a part of the pre-interview.

One hand is still in the pocket of her jacket. She almost brings out her lucky bullet, but that would open a whole can of worms. She lets it fall back into the lining of her pocket and shows Hartman the eyes tattooed on her palms. “These are the eyes I mean,” she says.

The camera dollies in for a close-up. She can almost imagine some of the housewives who have decided to skip Today for once gasping with amazement while others—the cynical ones—snort at such obvious hokum.

“And did your eyes also tell you where the body of Gwen Everhardt was buried? They saw all the way to Fresno, California?” Gentle sarcasm there. One of the camera people is grinning.

“They did, David,” she says. “They saw poor Gwen was buried in a gravel pit, not in Fresno but in nearby Calwa, close to the Golden State Highway.”

“Would you be up for a little test of your magic eyes, Mary?”

“If you insist. But they don’t always see everything.”

“I’m sure they don’t,” he says, and one of the PAs over by the weather set actually laughs. “But we’ll give it a shot. My colleague, Nancy Dussault—hi, Nancy!”

He gives a wave. Nancy Dussault twiddles her fingers in return.

“She gave me something. It’s in my jacket pocket. What is it?” He does a spooky voice. “Do the eyes… see?”

Mary holds her hands out. She doesn’t need to, but she’s watched enough of GMA leading up to her appearance to know what makes good TV. She lets the glass eye of Camera 2 get a good look at the tattooed eyes. Closes her hands into fists, then opens them again.

She thinks: We ate ETs from Caiden’s Candies. Me and Pay.

Then: Who’s Pay?

“What do you see, Mary?” David says. His tone is soft, but there’s a bite lurking in his voice. He’s ready to scoff. “Time’s a-ticking.”

“David, I think Nancy gave you a picture of your next guest, the way too handsome Michael Douglas.”

David Hartman looks more than surprised. He looks shocked. Then he grins and takes out a postcard-sized photo of Michael Douglas. “How in heck did you do that?”

“The eyes never lie,” she says. She’s smiling her best TV smile, lots of pearly whites, but she’s suddenly struck—wounded, really—by a deep homesickness for a place she never knew.

I want it back! I want my dream back!

And: I miss Richard!

There are a few more questions, and then Hartman says, “Let’s see if John Coleman can predict the weather.”

With that they’re out.

Nancy Dussault comes over, all smiles. “Was it a deduction? Did you see him in makeup?”

Mary says, “I did.”

“So that’s it.”

Mary says, “You’re going to play a photographer in a sitcom, Nancy. But that’s a few years from now.”

“Really? What’s it going to be called?” She says it with a disbelieving I’ll play along smile.

“Too Close for Comfort,” Mary says. “Bye, guys. I have to go.”

And thinks: I want to go back. God and Gan, I want to go back.
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NEW HAMPSHIRE, OCTOBER 1981

Right here and now (as an old friend used to say), we are in the fluid present, so see this and see it well.

It’s a boy standing on a beach instead of a man standing on a balcony. His hands are in the pockets of his jeans. He’s looking out not at the Clean Sea but at the steady Atlantic. He’s tall for his age. He’s filled with the confused and painful emotions he has lived with since

(Dezi)

the time his mother closed their house on Rodeo Drive in Los Angeles, and fled to

(the clune-delah)

this quiet resort on New Hampshire’s tiny seacoast. The boy’s name is Jack Sawyer. It’s October 15th, 1981, and he’s

(57)

twelve years old.

He had a dream of

(El Grande Plasum)

a glowing pink thing, something both healing and dangerous, but the dream is fading now, losing color just as that pink thing lost color, returning to its original shape, and he thinks, My God and my Gan, I want to go back.
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A wave of dizziness sweeps over him and for a moment he seems to be doubled

(like the Destry brothers like the Plasums)

and unsure of where he is, or even who he is. That isn’t entirely new; his life seems to be as shifting, as uncontrolled, as the heaving water before him. But this is different, as though he has touched a different self living in a different world. Which isn’t as stupid as it might sound. His mother, Lily Cavanaugh, an actress dubbed “the Queen of the Bs” by her not inconsiderable fanbase, is moving him through the world, twitching

(twinning)

him from place to place, but what moves his mother? Why have they become fugitives fleeing from Morgan Sloat, her late husband’s business partner? And why this feeling that he, Jack, has been dropped here from another existence in another world?

It’s disassociation, says the voice of his chum Richard, who Jack sometimes thinks of as Rational Richard. Upsetting but not abnormal. Hormones are dumping into your brain, getting you ready to be a teenager. There are side-effects like irrational anger and sadness. Also, that sensation of otherness. Of being lifted out of your body, or being someone else.

Another question, more practical: why has he got a small leather drawstring bag

(his gunna)

hanging from his shoulder, when he feels—strongly—that something else is supposed to be there?

He unslings the bag, for a moment seeing it as a shoulder holster. He blinks that vision away, pulls open the mouth of the bag, and looks inside. There is a small white box tied with string, top to bottom and side to side. He thinks of a woman

(Mary)

putting a hand over the hand of a man and telling him No. Not yet. But there is no woman here, and he won’t be a grown

(coppiceman)

man for many years, so it can’t be him. He unties the top-to-bottom string and then the side-to-side one. He opens the box. Written on the inside flap of the box are six words, carefully printed in capital letters: I SEE WHAT YOU DID THERE.

“Pay,” he says, without knowing why.

Pay what? Pay the piper? Payroll? Hell to pay?

No idea. It’s just disassociation, just hormones, weird echoes from a life never lived, half-formed images of a world filled with magic and mysterious artifacts. Not real, and they’ll fade as dreams fade, but what to make of the contents of this box?

It’s a glass paperweight. His mother has one with the New York skyline inside it, but in this one is a town built on descending terraces of pink stone, on the edge of a painted sea. On the water are boats with sails of many colors. When he shakes it, the painted water appears to move.

He holds it up, and the gray light of this day gives it a magical glow. He could almost believe he sees a

(bucka)

wagon moving along the slanted

(Grandway)

avenue that connects the levels of the town. But that’s just more fantasy, or disassociation, or a big old hormone dump.

Jack looks up the empty beach to the left. In that direction is Arcadia Funworld, an amusement park that runs all racket and roar from Memorial Day to Labor Day. It stands empty and still now, a heart between beats. Somewhere in the park, tinkering with one machine or another, is his new friend, Speedy Parker, but Jack can’t think about Speedy now. Speedy is okay. His mother is not. He needs to check on her, to make sure she’s

(not lying dead with the stub of a Herbert Tareyton cigarette between two stiffening fingers)

up and about. He starts to put the mysterious paperweight back in the little drawstring sack

(must have picked it up on the beach and just don’t remember doing it)

and turns it over. Written on the bottom, in the same capital letters, is this: KA.

He puts the paperweight back in the drawstring bag, puts the bag in his pocket, and runs with a boy’s lithe unthinking speed to check on his mother.

The wheel turns, and we all say thankya.

October 19, 2024–November 23, 2025






Afterword

On October 26, 2013, I got a letter from my friend and collaborator on The Talisman and Black House. It began like this:


Dear Steve,

Sometime last year I bought an evocative, rather haunted-feeling book called REDHEADED PECKERWOOD (which I thought was a great title). It contained photographs of places and things, but not people, associated with the Charlie Starkweather–Caril Ann Fugate crimes: the back seat of their car, the contents of their pockets, lists they had made, places linked to them. It was brilliant. Then somehow I lost it—in my house!

But I started to think… what if a series of motiveless, brutal crimes had been committed in the Far West of the Territories? Very young people, maybe even a couple, has [sic] been murdering people and moving into their houses, eating all their food, stealing from the local market, then moving on to the next crime… the police are going around in circles. Jack has been growing restive, he misses his life in the other world, he even misses his job, and when asked to jump in, he jumps in.



Peter lost Redheaded Peckerwood (created by Christian Patterson), and I lost his email, which finally turned up thanks to a scholar from Belgium named Vincent Neyt. Dr. Neyt got it from Peter’s archive.

I was confident I could get the lost email back from Peter. It detailed a great many more plot ideas, suggesting Richard Sloat as the villain of the piece, but I was writing a sequel to The Shining (Doctor Sleep), and had no interest just then in completing the Talisman trilogy. That it needed a final volume was a foregone conclusion, because Black House (T2) ends with a cliffhanger: Jack, although healed in the Territories, can only go back to America for short periods, or he’ll sicken and die.

I knew it had to be written, but I thought—as we all do—there will be time, there will be time. Part of this was the simple desire to collaborate again with my friend. Part of it was knowing the book would be interesting, because Peter was a brilliant prose stylist, with that rarity: a poet’s sensibility combined with a bestselling novelist’s ability to write a gripping story. There will be time, I thought, but Peter’s time ran out in September of 2022. I was bereft, both personally and professionally.

Now it’s late 2025. I am seventy-eight. My health is generally okay, but I suffer from arthritis, stenosis, and recurring pain from being struck by a van while walking in 1999. It’s time to think about tidying up, as much as such things are possible for a writer whose mind is still crammed with cool ideas.

I wanted to go back to Mid-World, which was always the Territories by another name. And so far as it was possible, I wanted to collaborate with Peter. I didn’t have his email—that only showed up while I was deep into the novel you’ve just read—so it diverges considerably, but the seed was there, and I channeled Peter throughout like a mad mother. I hope he would approve of what I’ve done, and it’s pure pleasure to have his name on this book with mine.

Susan Straub gave me permission to go ahead and cheered me along the way. His wonderful children, Emma and Ben, did, as well. Nan Graham edited the book, and did a wonderful job; she is my Maxwell Perkins. Katie Monaghan does publicity and is a great friend. Robin Furth researched, and caught a billion continuity errors (those not caught are my fault, not hers).

My wife, Tabitha, read the manuscript, made corrections, and suggested a different ending. I kicked about that at first (I always do), then saw a way that I could bring T3 full circle with T1. I thank her for being so persistent. Couldn’t do it without you, dear one.

I’ve got a fine family and I’ve had a wonderful career. Couldn’t ask for better on either count. I’d like to thank all my Constant Readers, some of whom started as children and are now getting gray. When it comes to my type of fiction, I like the motto of the Catholic Church: If you get them while they’re young, they’re yours forever.

Thanks to all you guys and girls.

Steve
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