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Nice Suit
















Yeah, thanks a wide pile, Uncle Theo, for the bones and blood and unpaid debts. Just what I’ve always wanted. That, and a mouthful of cryptwords I can sift from memory to play in my head:

I turned thrice on river stones, in rolling ice water, and set my feet down in a stream of blood, a bed of bones—and I left the way open for my namesake, the one who will follow me, the one who will take up my debt and pay it. I waved away the world of life tethered to season and breathing, the wet shade of the rooted cone and seed society—all that I will miss. I turned inside and looked over the barrens, someone’s drained life washing up my legs. Where is she, this charmed Queen of Death and Rot? I have followed her to life’s end for one favor and more than one cold kiss.

Those were his final words to me, his namesake—the final words of my Uncle Theodore Balanon, who came into this world way back in 1990, long before the Vanishing. He spent his whole life at the edge of our family, a New England greenpath wanderer, a soul from the Rootworld lost in old New Hampshire. But apparently not too lost or crazy—or old, because my mother and father had thought it was perfectly fine to name me after him.

Actually, my name is Theodora, but that’s close enough for me to be worried. Who else in the family’s named after him? Who else could my uncle possibly be referring to?

Yeah, that “Queen of Death and Rot” is going to call in the payment for some favor of my dear uncle’s, and I’m the one who’s going to be stuck with the damned bill.

Just dead-finger-wiggling great.

My Uncle Theo’s message haunted me for years—gloating rulers of the dead, faces rot-slippery and running into my dreams, pulling me down paths I had no intention of following—ever. And the corners of every night forest, which had always been safe, turned on me and made me shake.

Even I can have nightmares, and one of my scariest walks this Earth. He or it rules so much of this world: the vast forests down to every glade and grove I hold dear.

It’s standing in front of me, all knobbed limbs twisting into the sky with nets of hanging moss, old bone arms like ancient wood, and it’s laughing. I always have to smirk at that, because only an idiot laughs just before crushing a rival.

That’s where my dreams always take me: my uncle complaining about the final steps in that river of blood and facing my dread.

But it all started with the death of Reed’s mother, those bone-breaker concrete steps, and the prismdead guy who’d had quality custom tailoring connections. Really bad haircut, but man he could dress.

That’s when I last heard my Uncle Theodore’s words in the wood, his long-ago voice riding the wing rustle of a flight of birds, telling me to follow a bumble bee’s course, a dance and a waver and a buzz-lightning dart for the hive when the bee found my shadow. I ran after it, across the mowed grass field behind Reed Ashrinn’s house, into the tree shade, tearing through fern curl and aster bloom.

I wasn’t far under the leafy canopy when I heard Reed’s mother scream. It was a strange long scream with choppy silences cut into it; a sharp echoing-off-granite sound, a hammer and chisel knocking holes through it. Then the scream stopped, leaving a ringing in the air, a resonance coming from deeper in the woods.

I turned to get a direct earful.

I don’t know how long I stood there, but I lost the bee—the path to my Uncle Theo’s call—and the voice from the trees had changed to a woman’s pleading, her words bubbling through broken teeth, spilling from her mouth.

Is that Larissa Ashrinn, Reed’s mother?

She told me to fight for her baby, that they were after him and were going to end his life in cruel ways. I turned and ran to Reed’s house, her sobbing thick and wet in my ears, If you can hear me, don’t let them get him.

I ran hard, making tighter fists, and the words burst out of me. “I promise you I won’t let them.”

Reed Ashrinn grew up across the back field from me, went to grade school, high school, college with me. He was handsome in a timid-deer sort of way, big brown eyes, mop of light brown hair, tall and slender. I never really liked him though. Too sensitive, too thoughtful, too pale, too… something that didn’t fit with me. Never hungry enough, Reed. He was hard to click with growing up. Not that I’ve ever been a clickable kind of person. I was a little taller, a little more solid, hair much longer and darker, feet on the ground and in the earth—my skin closer to the color of rich, new-turned earth than Reed’s, even if he was closer to this world, Earth. I mean, I got half my complexion along with these lips and this nose from my Namibian father, a professor from Sesfontein, now up at Dartmouth. I got the rest, the treeshape and twist of vines into which I could spin my body from my mother, who wasn’t even from this Dawnworld.

Yeah, anything more than occasional amiability never showed up for me and Reed.

But everything changed after Reed’s mother took all thirteen steps to the concrete basement floor way too quickly. All the way down she had screamed pain and abuse at the ones who had pushed her. She was too ruined to whisper a single word at the bottom.

Then she was dead.

I kicked through the back door—what these boots were made to do, ran down the stairs, and found Reed on his knees next to her, tears flowing. An ancient phone in pieces in one hand, buttons and sharp clear wedges of the faceplate clinking diamond sweetly in his fingers. He stared up at me, broken, sobbing that she had smashed it to prevent him from calling emergency services. His own mother had looked him right in the eyes and slammed the phone against the floor with the last of her strength.

I dropped to my knees next to Reed, put my arm around him, told him to breathe, repeating the phrase until it was worn out, that everything was going to be fine.

Reed’s whisper stung me. “I never told anyone. Never thought they were real.”

That’s when I knew I had to become his friend, and perhaps with time, something more.

He pulled away, crying harder, looking at me as if he didn’t know me, like I wasn’t all the way there. He said he was sorry, which I hate hearing from anyone.

He said he didn’t know they were dangerous.

Reed looked past my shoulder, said he used to be able to see them with his eyes closed. That was the only time he knew they were there—a well-lit room, fire glow coming through his eyelids, the pinkish-brown backdrop of dreams, and then something darker would move in front of the light. When he opened his eyes, they were gone. Not gone like they were never there. Gone like a hole in the air, as if they got a signal the moment before his eyes opened, and they disappeared.

I just smiled, ran my fingers along his cheek, and nodded soothingly, as if I didn’t know what he was talking about. As if it was difficult to believe him—but I did. As if I hadn’t carried one or more of the dangerous things around with me for most of my life, fed off them, and let them use me, nurse me, even talk through me.

Following Reed to his feet, I dug my fingers into his arm to stay in contact. He dropped the pieces of the phone, shaking words out of his mouth like broken candy. “Sh… shall…”

I glanced up the basement stairs, sensing something wrong—just a tingle up the arms. Turning back to Reed, I nodded, encouraging him to speak.

His teeth clicked together, then parted with a burst of will. “Uh… shall…”

I set my tone low, warm morning soft, “Tell me, Reed.” I leaned closer, my fingers gliding along his throat, reassuring, a soft tug at his hair. “Come on. Say it. You shall…what?”

Then I felt a punch of energy through his skin, and I let go. His body snapped rigid, his voice coming out in a stiff rap of syllables. “Shallow-dweller, don’t follow the rivers, but come in through port… land.”

“Oh, great.” He already had something trying to possess him, use him, and it was trying to communicate with me. Riddles. Can’t they speak plainly? I always ask that even though I can’t myself—speak plainly. I lost the ability years ago. Drove the professors at school shiver mad.

Whatever was at the other end of Reed’s mouth dropped the link. Reed blinked once, his shoulders slumped, eyes rolled up to whites. He fainted, his body folding limply, a loose rolling weight to the floor. I kicked my feet out, legs apart; felt my soles grip the concrete, bracing my body. I caught him under the arms just before impact. His head rolled back, a soft thump he’d feel later, but nothing that would require a scan or other medical attention.

If anyone was going to touch him, it was going to be me. My fingers slid along the sleeve of Reed’s shirt, the rough pads of my fingertips catching cotton fibers. I let go of him, tugging a few threads loose, absorbing them to use another time.

I turned at a noise upstairs, my heart thumping hard in response.

The bad guys were here. The best I could hope for now was as few questions asked as possible and keep the bruising to a minimum. The worst…well, the worst is what happened.

I stepped forward, put myself in front of Reed.

There were three of them. Two muscle guys who were probably used to beating the shit out of women like me led by a tall pale guy in a blue silk suit. Blue Suit bent forward—almost in half—to better view the basement through the gaps in the stairway railings. He wanted to determine if I was alone.

I could overlook the bad haircut, a stiff, uneven buzz of silver gray. Very nice, tailored clothes, very expensive. I might prefer blue jeans and tee shirts myself, but I appreciated fine clothing. He might be worth dealing with. I was thinking of warming to him, and then he looked my way and I saw his face: quarry cut cheek hollows and lots of teeth, too many of them for his mouth. He was prismdead, a “gone-over”—as in gone over to the other side and come back to make our lives miserable.

He smiled a creaky wooden puppet smile.

“Miss Vearin?”

The canker even knew my name.

That meant I had at most a few seconds to distract him. “It’s Thea.”

He tilted his head to one side, looked gravely at me as if he had orders to use surnames only and he was an orders-following fellow.

Still, I headed him off with a butcher’s smile. “Call me Theodora—or worse, Teddy—and I’ll kick your fucking teeth in.” Then I snarled, “Every last one of them. Understand?”

The three of them had the sense to look relieved. Combat was probably an acceptable—even preferable—option. The prismdead guy had obviously picked up my name, but only a trace off my skin history. Close proximity stuff he’d caught in the air. It was clear he didn’t really know who I was.

And these were low ranking quick-response guys. For a moment I wondered if they were the ones who had tossed Larissa Ashrinn down the stairs. We didn’t have time for questions, and I couldn’t afford to allow Reed to fall into the hands of any of the higher order types.

So, I killed all three of them, the prismdead in the nice suit first. What else was I going to do? I had a promise to keep, Reed’s mother begging me, Don’t let them get him.

The big tough guys cried like babies. Really pathetic. Can’t stand that.

I dragged them heels thumping down the stairs, arranged them neatly on the concrete. I fetal curled, letting my roots and vines play at their feet while I meditated and kickstarted the urge. Took a few minutes with everything going on. A few more and I smelled the sweet blossoms of home. Then I sucked the life from their cooling bodies, spun down their organs and bones into raw materials, whispering the hard-times mantra through the adrenaline shivers and blood drool, “Free shine, feather water, leaf pater, store for later.”
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Officers in the House













There was a knock on a door somewhere. I wiped my mouth and looked up the basement stairs, trying to pin the sound—sounded like the front door, and someone rapping on it with something hard and wooden. A billy club? Baton? Is that what they’re called?

A man’s muffled voice coming through the seams. “Mrs. Ashrinn? Larissa Ashrinn? It’s the police.”

Another hardwood rap on the door.

I wheeled to Reed who was just waking, rubbing his eyes with thumb and forefinger, testing for pain around the bruise on the back of his head. He groaned and blinked at me.

I pointed up the stairs. “It’s the police. Go stall them!”

“But…” He jumped to his feet, arms swinging wide to keep his balance. “But who called them?” He caught the railing.

I jabbed my finger at the head of the stairs. “They may not even be real police. Just talk to them. Tell them your mother went shopping.”

Reed looked back at his mother on the floor, still and pale. I jerked my chin back at him. “I’ll be up in a sec.”

I kicked the phone pieces under a bookshelf and bent to my knees over Reed’s mother. Oh man, I’m in so deep right now, and this is probably going to cost me another thirty-million heartbeats—almost a year’s worth of them. I closed my eyes, reached out, slipped my fingers over the cold skin of Larissa Ashrinn’s face.

It was over in a moment, another heartbeat year of debt to one of the things from the Hollowdim that helps me—her name’s Shirley.

I reached the top of the stairs and heard Reed say something about his mother being out shopping. I peeked around the corner. There were two of them. I could hear the beating of their hearts. One was wearing cologne that smelled dry with a soft pine edge. Didn’t recognize it, didn’t like it, but that’s all I could pick up in the air. To me it smelled like everyone had their masks on.

“Can we come in?” The officer had his fingers looped through the triggers of a small boxy underarm automatic. He had it pointed down, but he looked as if he could have it up and firing without thinking. He was twitchy.

Reed looked over his shoulder, still holding the door handle tight. “Uh…sure.”

“Anyone else home?”

The officers were in the house.

When I stepped out of the basement, all the way into view, the guns went up.

I held out my open hands. “Hey, I’m a friend of Reed’s. My name’s Theodora Vearin.” I pointed vaguely in the direction of my house. “I live up the street.” I opened my hands wider. “What happened? Why are you guys here?”

“Someone called,” said the officer who wore the cologne. Officer Duperry. He looked at me as if it was my fault, some sort of crank call.

He pulled out his comm gear, cupping the device in his palm, and thumbed it into play. A woman’s scream followed by her begging someone not to kill her. It didn’t sound exactly like Reed’s mother, just someone’s pretty good attempt at mimicking her.

Reed leaned against the wall next to the stairs leading to the second floor. He was gripping the banister with one trembling fist. The officers were enjoying this, a show of tiny smiles, and officer Duperry’s partner even showed some teeth, glistening saliva and something dark and fibrous caught between the canine and second incisor on the left side.

The woman in the recording started choking, the audio cutting in and out as if her attacker had her by the throat, and with the other hand was trying to get to the phone. This was all wrong. There was more than one attacker in the real murder of Larissa Ashrinn. This was someone’s sham to get us into custody, defenseless and separated. Alone, Reed would be easy meat for the things that were apparently after him.

I laughed, elbowing Reed, and it cut right through the fear. “That doesn’t even sound like your mom.”

Duperry’s partner, Officer Dathe, lost his smile and cut in quick with, “It came from your tel number, and this location.” He pointed to the floor to emphasize his point.

“Well, Reed’s mother is out shopping, and we’re the only ones home. We didn’t call you.” Because I knew the family vehicle was in the driveway, I added, “She went with Mrs. Roshe from Hampton. Left about an hour ago.”

Dathe leaned into the comm in his left ear, listening to something. Then he looked straight at me. “You said your name is Vearin? Theodora Vearin?”

I only paused a moment, then I pushed my shoulders up cheerily and said, “That’s me.”

Dathe glanced over at Duperry. “Voice rec just came back, and it’s not a match. She didn’t make the call.”

“You’re recording this?” Reed’s panicked voice broke in, and both officers jumped on the trail of guilt in his tone.

Of course, they’re recording this. Had us on video too. Reed had looked on edge all along. Now he looked as if he’d gone way over. He was shaking noticeably. I gave his arm a squeeze.

“It’s fine, Reed.” I let my shoulders slump in embarrassed defeat, tipping my chin to Dathe. “I trust these guys. They’re not going to tell.” I straightened my stance, took Reed’s hand gently in mine, and said, “Look, me and Reed…we’re, uh, dating. Mrs. Ashrinn’s pretty strict—she’s out of the house. I mean, we were just…”

Officer Duperry moved to the basement stairs. “Were you down here?”

Reed nearly tripped and fell without even taking a step. I caught him, and gently as I could, rammed him against the banister.

Nodding gaily, I said, “And up in Reed’s bedroom.” I waved and piled on the tease. “Feel free to look for DNA evidence.” But my skin went goosey, terror ridging up my back. We were in real trouble. I hadn’t actually been all that clean with the prismdead guy or anyone else.

I turned to give Officer Dathe a friendly smile, and felt it again, something wrong in the air. The smile never materialized, and the officer frowned, clearly catching my last-second shift in expressions.

Time to turn it on.

I whispered, “Feel that?”

There was a weird taste in my mouth. I felt the assassins, still in the house, waiting for the officers to leave. Just like we were. I stuck out my tongue, sucked in air, and then tasted the residue on my lips and front teeth. Yup, at least four of them, smoke people who could come and go with any breeze, and if they had power—which these did, they could become corporeal; real life tangible things that could push people down basement stairs. I couldn’t see them, but I didn’t feel that feathery brush against the ankles either, which meant they were off the ground, probably upstairs hiding in the bedrooms, maybe even on the kitchen counters, buckled up against the cabinets.

Waiting.

I was somewhat familiar with Smokes, pretty sure they weren’t from the Hollowdim, but creatures from the Rootworld. I’d also heard them called smoke assassins, carnage wraiths—machines created for killing, but no idea what they called themselves. My mom or my Uncle Theo would know, but who the fuck knew where my mother was at any given time? Probably off in the woods dancing, and my uncle—as far as anyone knew—was still a prisoner of that nightmarish Queen of the Dead.

I leaned forward, pulling Reed with me, and gave Dathe a serious stare. “They’re still in the house.” I put some spooky into my voice. “Something is here, waiting for you to leave. Then it’s going to get us.” Pull the pitch higher, a pleading edge, drop the volume almost to a whisper. Widen the eyes just a little. “Please protect us.”

I felt Reed tense up, and I tightened my fingers reassuringly. Going to a stronger stance, I shifted my feet, and moved closer to Dathe, almost turning my back on him, getting my right shoulder lined up with his chest. It was calculated to make him feel in charge, as if we felt we needed to be under his protection. Put yourself in an obvious vulnerable position, your throat or your back exposed, and they won’t see it coming. Don’t turn around completely, only halfway, then spring it on them.

I lifted my right hand to my mouth as if to cover a frightened gasp, my fingers already stiffening into a jabbing weapon.

Dathe leaned close to me. “What’s that along your jaw? Is that blood?”

Fuck. I looked up at the ceiling, pretending to scowl at something there, maybe blood dripping down on me. Dathe followed, tilting his head back, exposing his throat.

I pulled every muscle in my body tight, ratcheted it down, and let it go. My rigid hand shot out, caught Officer Dathe under the chin, my nails and fingertips stabbing into soft throat tissue.

He went down gagging, weapon swinging wide, his eyes wider, knees bending, legs folding under gravity, and I pulled Reed right over him, stepping on his shoulder and bounding through the front door.

We didn’t look back, running at full speed into the Long Wild—the kilometers-wide stretch of woods between the Exeter River and the Atlantic coast that ran behind our neighborhood.

The police sirens, a shriek of oscillating high-pitched tones, started up a minute later. I looked over my shoulder at Reed and gave him a quick steady glare. “Don’t worry about them.”

Law enforcement of the official government was the last item on a growing list of problems. Like who sent the prismdead guy and his buddies when there were already killers in the house? Who called the police? Does someone else want to wipe out the Ashrinn family? What for? And where’s Reed’s father? What the hell does he do, that he’s on the road so much? I was already suspicious.

Oh, and there was a calm current in the air, enough of a breeze to wiggle the leaves, enough to carry the smoke people after us. And they would follow. They hadn’t finished their job yet.






  


  

	  
3 

Smoke













Reed ran with me in a gloom, a deep forest silence on his shoulders. His sorrow created a deeper shade than the things in the starlight around him. All I could do was guide him away from his home—the only home he’d ever known, and into a potentially unforgiving future. There was no going back—not for a long while—with the kinds of things chasing us.

The questions about motives hung around my neck. After a couple kilometers into the Long Wild, they were slipping down to my ankles, tiring me when I should have just been running.

Reed said he used to be able to see them… with his eyes closed.

Used to…

Then why would anyone want him? Why bother? He didn’t have the ties anymore, or the perch for the faceless little demons and dimensional renderers. He had no way of knowing they were there, no way to tap their power. Used to be able to see them meant he used to have it and now he didn’t. He knew they existed—that there were other things with us in this world. Maybe he even had the power to merge with them at some point. But he had lost it.

I took Reed’s hand and lifted him to his feet. “Come on. We can’t stay for long.”

He pulled back, breaking the grip on my fingers.

“What happened to my mother?” Reed bent over his knees, clutching at them as he tried to catch his breath.

I put one hand on his shoulder, trying to soothe him. I shook my head, no easy way to say, “Welcome to my dead alive world, Reed. Nothing goes to waste. What grows up must…”

The words dried up in my mouth. I spun in the dead leaves, all my close prox senses going off bright and glaring. There was a quick flash of something human-shaped beside me, one of the Smokes coming into existence

Reed pointing, jabbing his finger into the air a meter to my right. “They’re right there!”

No hesitation. I jumped into a toe spring, shooting forward in a dive and roll, uncurling upright, spinning with a bounce and standing up on the other side of the glade, Reed’s back to me now. There were a couple of them there before me.

I leaned away from a swing of something thin and bladed next to my face. A hiss of air and then blood was sliding into my mouth, warm and metallic.

“Thea!” Reed moved in a circle, his arms waving, fingers pointing. “Two of them, either side of you. One has a knife!”

I dropped to my butt, somersaulting backward, my fingernails going long and stringy. They whipped around my head, coiling up the legs of the two Smokes beside me, holding them in their corporeal forms. I pulled them in, ignoring the one with the knife for the moment because he was busy trying to cut his own legs off to get away from me. I fingered up a dusty phytotoxin that looked like a sphere of silver mist, and probably just ran up another 100K heartbeat debt for me.

There was a burning at the corners of my mouth. The poison went to work on their lungs—instant bronchial swelling. They sagged in my nail vines, the knife pitching forward from the Smoke’s limp fingers, heavy grip giving it another cycle of momentum. The sharp tip slid through my leggings, deep into my thigh. My clothing was smart, had some protective functions, but it wasn’t going to stop sharp steel. I bit down on the scream, looking over my shoulder at Reed just standing there at the edge of the glade.

“Why aren’t they going after you?”

“They can’t see me. I think I can make myself…” He shrugged, shaking his head. “Not visible to them if I concentrate on it? Don’t know. These creatures are different from most of the others I’ve been watching—not real, sort of shades of real.”

I choked on a little of my own poison, coughed out the words, “Holy Tree! You can really see them…” And then it hit me hard, what Reed had really meant by used to be able to see them. “Reed, you can see them with your eyes open? You see what they look like? Not just a glow or an aura or something?”

That’s an entirely different dimensional render problem. I didn’t know it was even possible. It’s not like they’re from this world. Some of them don’t even know we exist—can’t even see us.

Reed darted one way, waving a broken tree branch behind him, and one of the remaining Smokes went visible, clawed hands ripping through leaves and stems. Reed let it go, made a face to show that that had been too close.

He moved quietly to one side of the clearing and whispered, “I’ve always been able to see them with my eyes closed, just not distinct, shadows through my eyelids. A couple days ago, I opened my eyes, and they were everywhere, following people on the street, sitting on a girl’s shoulder outside the Shoe Barn, gliding from the trees on the backs of birds.” He slowed down, his knees wobbling, tears running down his cheeks. “Killing my mother.”

With that last line—words dropping to below a whisper—he became something else, something angry. Something not Reed Ashrinn.

I rolled over the two dead Smokes, uncoiling my vines, and brought them around like whips.

“Where are they, Reed? Stay with me. Point them out, and I’ll take care of them.”

He hunched his back, ignoring me, his shaking hands curling into fists. He looked savagely at a point in the air three meters to my left and about as many off the ground.

“How many, Reed? Don’t attack them.”

I was on my feet, all my weight on one leg.

“Let me do it.”

There were two of the smoke creatures left. Reed caught one, just snapped it out of thin air by the throat, his fingers digging in for a solid crushing hold. The thing clawed Reed’s arms, face, tore a long strip of cotton from the front of his shirt. Then it died, never really becoming visible.

The final Smoke howled in frustration, giving away its location to me. I swung my vines, caught something, maybe enough to trip him, but nothing more.

It fled. Reed started after it in a rage, and I had to pull him back, snatching his pants legs and tipping him face first into the detritus of the forest floor.

He came up spitting, turning his anger and fists on me. I pulled in all my vines, holding up my open hands. That didn’t stop Reed Ashrinn. Something else did. Something else not too far away in the woods with us had caught the last Smoke and was snapping bones and draining the life out of the Rootworld creature. The Smoke was squealing and choking and making a mess of its final living seconds. Seconds.

That’s all the time we had.

I grabbed Reed’s hand and ran, limping, blood running slippery into my shoe.









  


  

	  
4 

Dead in Old Ohio













We ran.

We jumped rides on farm trucks, air cargo barges, and westbound nuketugs, which took us a thousand kilometers west along those big beautiful lakes, Ontario and Eerie, and when we couldn’t find favorable motorized transportation, we just ran.

Not fast enough.

By the time we got through what used to be Ohio, it was a total floodplain mutiny. We were surrounded by a night-team of prismdead, packs of lower snarling things, and I had even spied at least one of the upper fellows from our droomhidden across the concrete-walled canal that ran through what had once been an urban park.

The damned from the Long Wild behind our neighborhood had finally found us by tracking our moisture or with aerial spies using our own heat against us or— who knows?

There was a whole slaughter of bad guys and they were closing in.

You know how it is. The water’s rising, and no one looks to the leader for guidance because that’s the idiot who got you into the mess in the first place. Me—I’d led Reed through stinking mall caverns, fields of broken glass, empty urban mazes, and more. We’d slept in parks floored with rotting garbage from another age, burned out hotels, rusted out cars, and plenty of worse places. We were far from home.

Something had been growing inside Reed the whole time. It wasn’t just his rage, although that had bred and multiplied. Who wouldn’t be fucking upset? But the worst of the fury wasn’t really Reed’s. Something took control of him in short angry self-destructive bursts and directed Reed’s feelings and fists at me.

I managed to get my mouth closed, my tongue seated behind my teeth before Reed’s fist came around and grazed me just below the right eye. My reaction swung me away, twisting in the air, and the next thing I know I’m spitting wet grass from my mouth. Damn, he was getting quicker. Whatever powers he had on his own—and whatever was controlling him—were bigger and badder than I am.

Soon, he’d be too quick for me.

Reed stood over me, fists clenched, his whole body hunched in rage, blade lines on his skin.

He’d spent the last six days self-destructing: cutting his arms and legs to feel his body bleed, jumping off roofs four meters up, rarely sleeping, always counting, tugging individual hairs from the follicle, and limit-testing the fullness of his lungs and the strong machine of his heart.

“You lied to me.” He sat down hard, cross-legged, leaning forward, glaring at me vulture eyed. With fingers that almost looked like claws in the dark, he picked mud from the chunky soles of one hiking boot without looking down, then throwing it over my head.

I lifted my face from the forest rot and spit again. “I’m protecting you from things that can hurt you—are hurting you.”

“My mother? She’s gone. How was she going to hurt me?”

That’s what some of this was about. I closed my eyes, sighed. “Waste is a contradiction. If not me, then something else would have taken her materials.” I let my eyelids rise slowly, fixed him with a stare. “There’s always something ready to spin down the unneeded. Always. Just a matter of what or who.”

Reed glanced away for a moment. “What does that matter now? You can’t bring her back. No one can.” His voice went rough with pain. “Stop looking at me, Thea.” He blocked my look with an open hand, and a ring of scorpion’s claws snapped out of his palm, flexed, and plied the air, tasting my presence. He sprouted weird custom mods, metallic brown exoskeletal pillows filled with muscle, triangular joints, squared shafts that came to points with rows of tiny gripping teeth and hundreds of stiff hairs arranged over the shells, oozing glitter and poison.

Nice defense mechanism. Man, he’s loaded. But that can’t be him—can’t just be him. I grew up with him. Not only had he never shown me anything like this before, the Reed I’d always known didn’t have the taste or smell or feel of it. Something’s feeding him these fabrications.

I crawled toward him, low to the ground, my hair starting to twist into vines a meter over my head. I kept my eyes on his, but focused wide enough to catch a small movement of his mouth, a twitch in the outer corner of his left eye. I didn’t see any sign of something on the outside controlling him. Reed was in pain, and he was taking it out on the world, but there was something inside him giving him a hand. I just happened to be the closest thing that would respond to it.

That’s when the lights came on.

A dancing trail of luminescence spiraled over our heads, bright as the sun, and everything in the park’s clearing came into full view. The trees shook, old foliage rattling loose and scurrying away in an unnatural breeze.

They weren’t a noisy bunch, these prismdead fellows. They didn’t make scary wet shrieks or fiery rumbles deep in their throats. Not that it would affect me. I had a whole series of audio defenses to weed out the purely frightening from the usable in the air.

I didn’t have anything to protect me from the silence. That’s scary.

Reed stood straight up from his cross-legged position on the ground like a puppet jerked by its strings. I gave him a one-sided smile and turned my back on him to face the ring of approaching dead.

Gravecrawlers, every one of them. Too bad none of them were as nicely dressed as the one at Reed’s house. They looked human, or once human. Their skulls were a bit elongated, ridged at the crest, mostly exposing graying bone. The angled channels between the cheekbones and jaw were too long, carrying too many teeth. Imaginative mod. Whoever created these guys had some biodesign experience.

There were six full prismdeads, followed by a couple packs of low-deads, mindless biting teeth and claws, some of them walking upright, most on all fours. Then their leader came into the light.

He was clearly the power guy, one of the young demons, three meters tall, legs and arms like thick beams with structural muscle supports, hair like braided cable, a thousand strands falling down his back, swaying gently with metallic pops and pings at each footfall. He stopped outside the rings of his hunting party, flexing his long twig fingers. Then he kicked a tree over to show us that he could. He kicked it right out of the ground, roots and all. Sent it cartwheeling through a pack of his own low-deads, who jumped back squealing. Leaves went everywhere, spinning with the force, leaves like a mob of folding hands scattered in the night.

I caught one, the soft symmetric green waves of a grand old oak leaf. Rolled it and stuck it in my mouth, across my tongue. The stem was a little stiff in my teeth, but it went down nicely, and for a moment I smelled the sweet green smell of home. It was far away now, but here was its warmth at this moment in time. It pleased me that one fresh leaf from an oak could bring it to me so easily.

I tilted my head back and concentrated.

I knew this guy, used to go by the name Foleshlinonen—or something like that. Used to work for my mother way back.

He looked down at me, but there wasn’t any recognition in his expression or eyes. Beams of light forked from his chin then snapping out like whips that tasted the air, an array of sensors lit up one side of his face.

One hand on my hip. Don’t show any fear. “Folesh? It’s me. What do you think you’re doing?”

One of his eyebrows went up curiously, then dropped back into a steep scowling slope. “You are on the wrong side as usual, Thea.”

I smiled because at least he remembered something, but from what I could tell, there wasn’t much left of the demon I’d known other than associating my name with the signature of my presence. It looked as if he had given up control to something even more dangerous and powerful quite a while ago.

Folesh gave his killers a flick of one finger, and they lunged at us. Still not a lot of noise out of this group, except for a few yelps from the lower ones. My hair was already ten meters long and growing, coiling into whips that spun clockwise from my position and into the trees for bracing. I sent them rolling back into the clearing in angry loops. They dipped into the fray, snapped and gripped, then grabbed the six prismdead by their throats and off their feet.

Nice and neat. The way I like it.

Reed—or his controller—launched into the rest at a sprint, arms out low, head tucked in, teeth bared, an array of bladed weapons jutting and sparkling from his fists. He went through them without slowing down, pieces of the neatly sliced dead tumbling through the air—limbs, ears, toes, and whole skulls with jaws gaping open in severed screams.

I pulled tight, popped off the heads of the prismdead guys, and let everything fall to the ground in Reed’s wake. They wriggled around, claws scrabbling for a hold in the age-softened garbage and leaf rot.

We had turned Folesh’s night-team into uselessness in seconds.

Folesh looked down at us—mainly at Reed—with something in his face, shock or maybe understanding. Then he turned and lumbered away.

I was just starting to pull in my hair, ring my claws, catch my breath, and ponder Folesh’s retreat when I felt it in the air. Something even worse was on its way—something faint and horrible…and familiar.

Not my mother… but something like her. The Leaf Father? Whatever it was, felt like something big and bad from the Rootworld.

I turned to Reed who was hunched over his kills, breathing hard and pawing the ground.

“Calm the hell down. We have more trouble on our trail—probably half a day away, which only gives us a few hours to eat and rest.” I sighed heavily. “You sure are one hot item.”

He blinked at me, struggling with his controller, and broke free. Suddenly he wasn’t much different from the frightened and sorrowful Reed Ashrinn I had led from home weeks before.

“What do we do now, Thea?”

I pointed at the scattered bodies of the prismdeads and low-deads, stepping over arms and unrecognizable parts. Then I showed him how I feed, and I spoon-fed him out my materials to build up his strength.

[image: * * *]

I had to close my eyes after feeding, and Reed rested with me—I made him. Ingestion, chemical conversion, breakdown, and storage can take a lot out of you, especially with the numbers we had reduced.

Sleep came on quick, and I slipped right into a dream of a girl from the forest choking on saltwater, drowning in the laughter of the tides, looking for clean air, and finding only despair and salt when she saw the dark blue ocean in every direction. Then she was gone—or I became her, and I dreamt of sinking ships and sailors’ fears.

Numbered and nearly forgotten are the ships that went to the floor with every soul lost. But countless are the sailors in airless graves of metal and wood who have vanished from the surface of the world without whispering a trace of their names…

Then the woman who ruled the Dawnworld’s oceans spoke to me in my dreams, her voice gentle as the tides sliding over sand, ice-smooth—and just as cold.

“Theodora?” She knew my name and sounded a bit urgent.

The Sea wanted to talk. I didn’t. I rolled over, folding my dreams into something hostile—dry wastelands that hated the seas as much as I did.

She called me again, still sounding polite. I ignored her, calling up the memories of the low-deads lumbering through the woods, teeth jutting, eyes fixed on prey. I wrapped my dream in the ink-shadows from Folesh’s light coming through the spaces between the trees, the raspy hiss of an indrawn breath, the smells of old forest decay and new human chop-rot.

“Let’s not do this, Theodora.”

“I don’t want to talk to you!”

“You don’t have to talk. You only have to listen.”

The colors faded with the darkness, and I was standing with the ocean up to my knees.

I screamed. She was manipulating my dreams.

“Theodora?” She sounded a little bothered now. “Listen to me.”

“And if I don’t want to?”

“Then I will make you.”

I slid a thick mare-wall between us, and she made it porous as a sponge, my dreams leaking through, and her manipulations pouring over the top. Wherever I turned and ran, she was there before me. When I created doors to close, she was already breaking the hinges and the locks—salt-crusted metal crumbling to dust.

She took my own dreams, with everything I could recall to feed my power into them, and she turned them against me—left me nothing to hold onto in her deep blue universe.

Damn, my toes hurt.

I couldn’t even keep my focus to see clearly. There was just enough light to make out a young woman in blue armor, hair cut short or braided and pulled back, wearing a crown that blinded me.

The air stung my skin; it was my own frightened voice screaming at her, “What do you want from me?”

The Sea smiled in the drowned cities and gloom of my dream. “You weren’t listening, Theodora. I already told you.”

And there was saltwater in my mouth. I tasted it, smelled it, nailing my senses to the wall of some underwater cavern. I fought her control as she stood over me, one hand raised and moving in time with the words of her song, in time with my will twisting apart. My skin had broken, opening to that ocean world. I felt the salt in my blood.

I gave up the fight, slumping forward. The caves and abyss-dark drifted away like debris after a storm. That’s when I scraped up enough strength to look at her. “Who are you?”

She nodded gravely. “I am Kassandra’s daughter.”

“Who?” Apparently, I was supposed to know who Kassandra was.

Her voice was the thunder of the surf in my ears. “I am the Sea, Theodora. I possess something you value, that your mother has given me to keep safe. I will care for your loved one as long as you need me to. When you have completed your journey and have discovered what you are meant to be or where you are meant to go, I will be here with knowledge and treaties and gifts. I will be ready. For now, you must be.”

“Be what? Ready?”

The Sea smiled again. “Get some rest, Theodora Vearin. You will need it.”









  


  

	  
5 

Dead with Rends













“Thea?”

Reed’s voice had a soft current of shame. I pulled him harder, my fingernails digging into the back of his hand. “What is it?”

“I’m so tired.” He sounded lost. “Where are we going? Where are you taking me?”

I wanted to answer the question he was really asking. No, you’re never going home. “We’re running, Reed. Just running. We can’t stop now.”

Ever? It’s possible. Maybe Helodes can smooth things over. Just need to get over the Mississippi.

I ducked a branch and blew a sapling whistle to command all of them to let us through without trouble, stems and trunks bending, crinkling bark, young leaves waving as we passed. The holly trees didn’t move, but they’re an ornery and independent bunch in a full warm spring—at the best of times. I avoided them. They’re not worth the hassle.

“What happened—” I felt Reed turn as we walked, looking over his shoulder. “—back there?”

“Do you feel hungry?”

He shook his head so vigorously I felt it through the grip I had on his hand. “It’s because you ate.”

“No, I mean…” His fingers felt cold, another rush of shame through his body. “The thing that was talking to me, showing me how to open my hands, how to bare my teeth, how to run low, how to change my form, how to lure prey, how to kill.”

“There’s an inside and an outside.” I skidded down a muddy bank and jumped a creek, arm twisting and towing Reed like luggage on one good wheel. “The ones who can come at you on the inside have found you because the ones on the outside sent along your address—basically where your mind is in the universe. They wouldn’t know where or how to find you without you giving up your location to one of their renderers—ones that can shift into our world. And you were never taught to set up defenses.”

I stopped, too suddenly for Reed, and he ran into me. I took his forearm and momentum across my breasts, his right ankle twining with my legs, and we both went down. He ended up on top.

Now my fingers were shaking. I was close to vine strangling him. I damped it down and forced an apologetic smile on my face. I even gave him a light kiss on the cheek.

“I’m going to teach you, Reed. When we get some space to breathe, I’m going to train you. I’m going to help you set up your defenses, the gates, keys, passwords, everything you’ll need to manage entry into your head from those who use the inside path.” I gave him a gentle slap on the cheek. “After that? Who knows? Maybe we can get to the real stuff—some combat training.”

He lifted himself off me, blinking, confused, as if he was still trying to catch up to reality. He dropped one hand absently to help me up, but I don’t think he even realized we had fallen or that he had landed full weight on top of me.

“What about the outside? Those—” He made a vague waving gesture to the world. “—that exist out here?” He ended up pointing at me.

I pushed my smile all the way up to admiration but kept it just inside the border. I wasn’t that pleased with the situation.

But it did call for affection, and I lifted one hand to his face, slowly unfolding my fingers across his cheek. “I will teach you about them as well, and there’s the difference between you and me. You’re beyond me there. I can control several dimensional renderers at once if I have to. But I cannot see them. You can.” I leaned closer, almost touching his lips with mine, felt him tense up when we locked eyes. “I’m not sure what you are, or how you acquired such a special ability.”

I cupped one of his ears with my fingers. Who the fuck is your father, Reed Ashrinn?

“I don’t either.” He looked away.

I pulled back and slapped him on the arm. “Let’s move. We’re not safe anywhere—even in the beautiful, tangled forests—until we hit the banks of the far-off Mississippi. And I want to get some distance between us—” I shot a gaze over his shoulder “—and them.”

We traveled at a good steady pace through the woods of old Ohio. Mostly running, managing our breathing, pacing ourselves. We took as many safe paths as we could find through the rockier areas.

When we did rest, Reed seemed to have calmed down enough for me to start him on some introductory trance theory and a few simple innerdimension violation techniques. Something besides the rich green of the forests to take me home. It was like my mother teaching me all over again.

He took to it like the straight-A student he’d always been, asked some good questions, and even tried a few attacks on me.

But when we were moving, I still led him by the hand, steering for level ground, making slow weaves between the trees. With all the trust in the world, he closed his eyes and let me.

“Wonder.” The word burst out sharply, unaccompanied by anything else. I looked over my shoulder and smiled at the change in his expression, muscles tight around his mouth, a nostril flare, a shudder of worry in his brows. This all looked good to me.

He’s getting it, and faster than anyone I’ve known.

Then he said, “I think I have something.”

I felt him prying around the edges of my mind.

“Very good, Reed.” I set my voice low and soft, didn’t want to distract him. “Keep going. Yes, you’re trying a behavior pattern manip.” What have I got here? Behavior manipulation is something a ten-year student can’t master without a nurturing mother or father with the ability, or special tutoring. Maybe he’s a witch? Something else to ask Helodes when we find her. And not that he’s mastered it yet, but he’s doing very we—

My right foot twisted behind my left, catching on the heel. My panicking fingers slipping out of Reed’s, swung up to break the fall, and I went face first into the forest rot. He tripped me! The link was so subtle I only felt it after I knew he had latched on to me. I rolled on my back, staring up at him, spitting dirt. I bit back the spike of anger, slammed my hands into the wet leaves, and launched my body upright.

Calm down.

After a minute’s show of brushing forest detritus off my leggings, I looked up, locked eyes, folded my arms.

“Okay, who taught you that?”

He made a confused sound in his throat, the start of some word he’d called back. He looked at me with a lot going on behind his eyes. Reed was trying to figure out what I meant by the question. He ended up going with honesty.

“You just did.”

I stood there staring at him a moment, fury mounting, and then I let it all flow out of me, anger draining away. “I guess I did.” I had to stop my teeth from chewing a hole through my lip. Looking up, I took his hand. “You’re just a better student than I’m used to.”

Better than I ever was.

We walked another kilometer without a word, stopping to catch our breaths in the wildlife pass-through of a fairly new highway. The pass-through was basically a big round hole running under the road to let animals get from one side to the other without having to cross the surface road above. I studied the even concrete walls and the perfectly arched ceiling. The tunnel—maybe forty meters end to end—led into more forest, mostly pines, on the south side of the road. The floor was damp from rain, lumpy with muddy flood drift. There was an old campfire midway through. I kneeled, smeared the ash in my fingertips then tasted it. A year at least, long before the deer droppings at the north entrance, before the hard nugget shit of some kind of cat at the other.

Reed stared up at the smooth gray ceiling of the underpass. “Who built this road? It’s not that old, which means it leads somewhere important.”

I shook my head. “Don’t know. I think this is safe for a little while.” I flattened my hand against the wall, cold concrete, hundreds of kilometers of road above, and I couldn’t feel anything within ten.

“Thea?”

I put a finger to my lips. He ignored me.

“You have a beautiful renderer. A little scary, but…beautiful.”

I swung away from the wall, trying—with some effort—to show pleasant curiosity. His eyes were pinned to something over my right shoulder. God damn, I couldn’t help but ask. “What do you see?”

He leaned forward, studying the space just above my shoulder. “It’s pale bluish gray with red spots and speckles—almost like it was splattered with blood.” He made a lifting gesture. “It has something like wings, but they don’t look large enough to raise it off the ground.”

I whispered, “An atmosphere with air and one Earth gravity is not the only medium supporting flight.”

He nodded. “It has a snout, almost dog-like, but the rest of it…it’s armored, sort of like a crab or lobster—a blue-gray blood-speckled lobster with a head like a dragon crossed with a wolf. It has legs that end in points, like a crab. There are flattened plates that swivel directionally, I think they’re ears.”

“Eyes?”

“Two of them, a very rich green.” He shifted his gaze to my face then back to my dimensional renderer. “They almost match your eyes. Could be four of them if you count the stalks with little glassy globes on the ends. Not sure what those are. They jut out of the wing joints at the shoulders, on either side of the spines.”

“Spines? Plural?”

“It has two ridges along its back.” He frowned with a head shake. “You don’t feel it? It moves all over your body, in front as much as back. It must weigh something.”

“It’s a she, Reed. Her name’s Shirley.”

“Shirley?” He looked as if he was about to laugh but wasn’t sure if that would offend me.

“Okay, I was eight years old when I named her. I do feel her, but she’s only partly here, so there’s little weight or shift in motion, and she’s pretty good at hovering.”

“She doesn’t like me looking at her.”

“Probably not used to it. I mean, seriously, you’re the only one. I grew up with these things in my playpen, sharing sippy cups and probably spitting up on them. And my mother…when she’s not sleeping in the woods, my mother has full demons working with her—not just from the Hollowdim, but from the Rootworld. That big guy back there? Folesh? He worked for my mom years ago. You’ve met my dad a couple times, still teaches at Dartmouth.”

Reed nodded with a worried expression, as if my parents were completely ordinary, and I was slandering their good names. “Anthropology?”

“If you stretch the ‘anthro’ to include all sentient and semi-sentient beings. All he does is study our interactions with dimensional renderers, now and through history. Our house would be turned upside down if he knew you could actually see them.”

Reed shrugged, a response to showing he still didn’t understand.

I lowered my voice. I hadn’t been aware of how loud and excited I’d become. “I’m going to speculate that there are others who want you for just that ability. Trust me, Reed. You can’t fall into their hands.” I showed my teeth, riding a wave of sickness rolling up from my gut, and memories of sterile white walls and steel bars and a nurse with lipstick like strawberry candy and a smile that fed on my fear. I shook it off, holding my arms tight across my middle. “It won’t be hands you’ll fall into, believe me. Whatever they are, they’ll be sharp and be deadly.”

“How many…do you think want to find me?”

I wiped sweat off my forehead, a response to that painful glimpse of memory. “I don’t know. A lot.” I pointed to the tunnel’s opening at the north of the road. “At least two groups are out there following us.”

“Then how come you—”

“Quiet!” Both my hands were against the concrete wall. “There’s something coming up the road. Sounds like something big, maybe a freight truck. It’s east of us, heading west.”

“Let’s see if we can get a ride.”

We exchanged a quick agreeing look. “What I’m thinking.”

We climbed the embankment to street level, waving our arms and shouting.

It was a truck hauling a big white trailer on what looked like thirty wheels, and it stopped for us.

The driver just asked where we were headed. He looked… somewhat normal, maybe mid-sixties. I didn’t catch any gender pref vibe off him, but I assumed he was male by the way he held my gaze a few seconds longer than Reed’s while trying not to look down the front of my shirt. And, of course, I’d unbuttoned my shirt enough to show a little cleavage. He smiled, and I wished he hadn’t. He had a murder-plotting smile with roadside diner gravy filming his teeth.

Not very attractive and somewhat creepy.

But he was giving us a ride, he was going “up beyond Springfield Ill”, which was probably way out of our way and didn’t sound like someplace I wanted to visit, much less be dropped off with hunters on our tails.

The trucker had just agreed to take us that far, and then we had nearly lost the opportunity. I say “we”, but it was really Reed—weirding out on me. Reed started shaking his head as soon as the driver dropped down from his cab to give us a look. I didn’t like him either, but the driver was going to put a few hundred kilometers between us and them.

We climbed up into the cab. Reed being the gentleman—gave me the middle while he pressed himself as flat as he could against the door, as far from the driver as he could get in the truck’s cab. He grabbed hold of my hand so tightly I was afraid I’d bruise. Reed couldn’t take his eyes off the driver, teeth grinding, tension like electricity running through his body.

“It’s going to be fine.” I whispered a song to Reed, ran my fingers through his hair, keeping the driver, the travel speed, and the horizon at the edge of my peripherals.

The truck was fast. Mr. Creepy Trucker had us up well over 220 klicks with nothing but open forest-lined road to the crests of far-off hills.

Reed wouldn’t let go of me, making an almost funny downward pull on his mouth, and then darting eyes at the driver, trying to signal something. His voice was so low I barely heard the words. “They’re like war trophies.”

I leaned in, right up against his ear. “What are you talking about?”

“His renderer.”

I caught myself turning around as if I’d be able to see it. “I take it you’ve never seen one like this guy’s before?”

The navigation panels and window display cast a blue glow in the cab, and I glanced over. The driver smiled again, apparently not minding his passengers whispering to each other. He kept his hands on the wheel and didn’t say anything, which was fine by me. Nothing worse than some stranger rambling on about crap you care less than sand about, or worse, one who couldn’t keep his hands on the wheel.

Reed lifted his chin to something beyond me, then turned so that his mouth was next to my ear. “It’s nothing like yours.” His voice was rigid, cold, coming out in an angry whisper. “It’s made up of people.”

In other circumstances that would have been funny. Revising my opinion, I inched closer to Reed, away from the hauler.

“It’s see-through, sort of oily, like sausage casing arms and legs stuffed with pieces of rotting people and fluid. There’s hair and smeared faces and bone fingers, and it has its own head—where a head should be. But there are others. I mean there are real human heads…sort of…grafted to it. Five of them, three men, two women, attached and growing out from it, around its waist. The hair’s been cut short on all of them—not very neatly.” He shuddered. “And they’re still alive.”

“How do you know?”

“They’re looking at me.”
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“Where are you two headed?” It was a casual question, like something about the weather, and then the truck driver’s expression went from bored to unconcerned, as if the situation warranted some kind of dialogue and now that the forms had been met, he could go back to staring at the road and shifting his hands on the steering wheel. He even managed to do that in a creepy slithery way.

Like I’d tell you where we’re going. I smiled, waved vaguely west, through the windshield, and said I had family in—I made up a name, “Rockland or Rockford, something like that.”

“Little Rock?”

I shook my head. “Doesn’t sound familiar.”

He rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “I don’t think it’s there anymore anyway. Went under with the Mid-Mississippi Sphere.”

I looked over to get a good look at the age lines around his eyes and mouth. How old is this guy? He couldn’t be that old, didn’t look much older than my father, who was maybe seventy. I was afraid to dig deeper. And sending out exploratories would give me away.

The Spheres. I didn’t know much about them, like how many there were, how big they were. It was way before my time. I just knew that that’s where most of the human population went in the Vanishing, tens of millions inside each of them, their own little worlds buried in the Earth, core drills to bring up magma for energy, some kind of nano shielding around them. Even the gods can’t touch the Spheres without burning their delicate little fingers. “And they just left us here.” Those were my mother’s words, repeating—it just occurred to me—Larissa Ashrinn’s words. Reed’s mother had said that to my mother, who liked the phrase for some peculiar reason.

Very few of my mother’s reasons weren’t peculiar.

They just left us here.

How the hell old was Larissa Ashrinn? She couldn’t have been more than fifty.

Scowling at Reed who sat pressed to the passenger door window, I wondered whose words Larissa had been remembering and repeating. She was too young to have been around when everyone…went away. Almost everyone.

We called them the Wild Children, the humans who stayed behind, and refused to go into the Spheres, refused to leave the real behind.

The driver looked over, took one hand off the wheel to give us an openhanded gesture that he obviously assumed we’d take as some sort of friendly, inviting motion. Keep it on the wheel, buddy.

“I’m Coldur Gregg, master of this freight vehicle, working for OKF up in Portland. I didn’t get your names?”

Colder?

He read my expression and spelled it for us. I was just as puzzled by OKF but let it ride.

My response was ready and came out of my mouth naturally. “I’m Wilmy and this is my boyfriend, Matt. We’re from the east, out here looking for our relatives.”

“Wilmy and Matt.” He didn’t look at us, just repeated the names, and then shut up for another couple hours.

It was just past midnight when Coldur pulled over on the outskirts of the crumbling old city that he called “Aaron’s Vill”. A nearly full moon made more than enough light to get our bearings. We stood at a crossroads. The wide fresh-paved road continued north, but old roads—branching broken concrete—led east toward the city and west into more trees.

The driver climbed down with us. “Have to check my cargo.”

I slung one arm around Reed’s waist, and we stood at the side of the road, waiting for Coldur to move on. I didn’t want to give him any sense of the direction we were taking.

The trucker popped a row of seals along the doors at the back of the trailer. The hiss of pressure released made us back up a step. Reed looked over at me, and I shrugged. I had no idea what the guy was hauling.

He held one hand up and open, like an offer hovering just above his fingertips that would soon vanish. “Sure, you don’t need to go any farther? I’m headed up to good old O.K. Formanix. They’d love to have you. I have room back here for a couple more.”

He swung the doors wide dramatically.

The trailer was
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