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  Prologue

The Boy in the Woods


Jimmy Romanik was pulling fence posts on the north line of his father’s property when the sky went the wrong color, and it was the wrongness of the color, more than the light itself, that made him stop and look up, because Jimmy was twelve years old and had spent every one of those years on this farm and he knew the sky over Kecksburg the way he knew the back of his own hand, and he knew that in December, at four in the afternoon, the sky did not go orange in the west. 
The sun set in the south this time of year, low and early, sliding down behind the ridge by half past four, and the color it left was the thin cold blue of a winter dusk. This was not that. This was a hard bright orange, high up and to the west, spreading, and Jimmy stood with the fence-post bar forgotten in his hands and watched a streak come down out of it, and the streak was the second wrong thing, because Jimmy had seen shooting stars, had lain out on summer nights and watched them scratch across the dark and vanish, and they were fast, faster than you could point at, there and gone. This was slow. It came down slow enough to follow, slow enough to watch, a long burning line drawn deliberately across the afternoon sky, and as he watched it, it did the third wrong thing, the thing he would carry the rest of his life and tell no one for fifty years.
It changed direction.
Not much. A shooting star did not change direction at all, could not, was only a rock burning up as it fell. This one, low over the tree line now, shifted, the way a thrown ball does not shift, the way only a thing that means to go somewhere shifts, a small deliberate correction of its course, curving to bring itself down into the state forest that ran along the eastern edge of the Romanik land. And then it was below the trees, and there was a sound, and the sound was not a crash and not an explosion but a single deep thud that Jimmy felt in his chest more than heard, a pressure that came up through the frozen ground and into the soles of his boots and was gone, and then the woods were quiet, and the orange faded out of the sky, and the ordinary blue cold of the December dusk came down over everything as though nothing at all had happened.
Jimmy ran toward it, because he was twelve, and that is what a twelve-year-old does.
* * *
He went in through the fence and across the fallow field and into the trees, following the direction of the thud the way you follow a thing by feel, and the woods were bare and gray and easy to move through in December, the underbrush died back, the leaves down and frozen, and he had gone perhaps three hundred yards into the state forest when he came to the clearing and stopped, because the thing was there, and it was not what a boy running toward a fallen star expects a fallen star to be.
It sat in a shallow depression, a dry creek bed, half sunk into the near bank as though it had slid into the earth rather than struck it, and it was the size of the tool shed behind the Romanik barn, bigger, tapered at the bottom where it went into the ground and rounded at the top, the shape, Jimmy thought, of an enormous acorn with the cap end pointing up. It was not burning. That was the first thing that stopped him, that a thing which had come down out of the sky trailing fire across six counties was not burning, was not even, that he could see, hot, though the snow that had begun to sift down out of the darkening sky seemed to vanish where it neared the thing, the flakes simply gone before they touched it. It was a color he could not name, a bronze-gold that shifted when he moved his head, that seemed to come from somewhere under the surface rather than off of it, like looking down into deep water on a bright day.
And the ground around it was wrong. The trees that should have been shattered, snapped and thrown by a thing that size coming down, were instead bent, all of them, bent outward away from the object in a great circle, as though they had not been struck but pushed, pressed back by something that had expanded outward from the center like a held breath let slowly out. And the earth right around the base of the thing had been turned to glass. Jimmy had seen the glassy fused rock where lightning struck the sandy soil down by the creek, and this was like that but vast, a ring of dark fused earth circling the base of the object, smooth and faintly shining in the last of the light, still cooling, ticking faintly the way the stove ticked as it cooled at night.
He should have been afraid. He would wonder, later, across the whole long rest of his life, why he had not been afraid, and he never found the answer, only the memory of standing at the edge of that clearing in the falling snow and feeling not fear but a kind of enormous quiet, as though he had walked into a church, as though the thing in the creek bed were not a danger but a presence, aware of him, patient, and not unkind. He took a step toward it. And then another.
* * *
He got close enough to see the markings before the headlights came.
They ran in a band around the base of the object, just above the fused ring of earth, and they were not scratched or painted onto the metal but raised out of it, standing up from the surface as though they had grown there, a dense complicated script of interlocking shapes that Jimmy could not read and could not look away from, and he was reaching out toward them, his bare hand rising toward the strange raised figures without his quite deciding to reach, when the light swept across the trees behind him and he heard the engines.
Trucks. Coming up the old logging road that ran into the state forest from the county road, more than one, moving fast, their headlights jerking through the bare trees, and Jimmy pulled his hand back and dropped low the way he did when his father caught him somewhere he was not supposed to be, and he watched from the edge of the clearing as the Army came.
They came in green trucks with white stars on the doors, and men climbed down out of them with rifles and flashlights, and they moved out around the object in a spreading circle, and they were not panicked and they were not amazed, and that, Jimmy would think later, was the strangest thing of all, stranger than the object, that the soldiers who came up out of the dark to find a thing from the sky sitting in the Kecksburg woods behaved like men who had done this before, who had a way of doing it, who knew where to stand. An officer walked toward the clearing directing them with his hands, an older man, calm, unhurried, and it was the officer who saw Jimmy where he crouched at the tree line, and came over to him, and crouched down in front of him so their faces were level.
He was not angry. Jimmy had braced for anger. The officer’s face, in the beam of a flashlight held low, was not angry at all, only tired, and enormously, unnaturally calm, the calm of a man for whom this was a Tuesday. “What’s your name, son,” the officer said, gently, and Jimmy told him, and the officer nodded as though the name confirmed something. “You live near here?” Jimmy pointed back through the trees toward the farm, and the officer nodded again. “Then here’s what you’re going to do, Jimmy Romanik. You’re going to go home. Right now, the way you came, and you’re not going to come back here, not tonight and not tomorrow, and you’re going to have supper with your family and you’re going to forget you saw anything out here but a plane come down, an ordinary plane, that the Army’s already handling. Can you do that for me.” It was not a question. But the officer waited, and Jimmy nodded, and the officer put a hand on his shoulder, once, almost kind. “Good boy. Go on home.”
* * *
Jimmy went. He rose from the tree line and turned back toward the farm the way he had come, and the officer rose too and turned back toward the object and the soldiers and the flashlights, and it was in that moment, in the half-second of turning, that Jimmy saw the last thing, the thing he did not tell the officer, the thing he did not tell anyone, not his father at supper that night, not the men who came the next day to ask the family careful questions, not his own wife in forty years of marriage, not anyone at all until he was an old man and it no longer mattered whether he was believed.
On the far side of the object, in the fused glass of the earth where the soldiers had not yet reached with their lights, there was a handprint.
He saw it for only an instant, in the swing of a flashlight beam, but he saw it clearly, and he was a farm boy who had pressed his own hand into wet concrete and into mud and into snow ten thousand times and he knew a handprint when he saw one. It was pressed into the fused ground palm-down, five fingers spread, and it was facing outward, away from the object, the fingers pointing off toward the dark trees, and even at twelve years old, even in the half-second the light gave him, Jimmy understood that it was wrong, that it faced the wrong way. A thing falling, a thing thrown down, would catch itself with its hand turned toward what it fell from. This hand was turned away. It had been pressed into the cooling glass deliberately, palm flat, and lifted away, by something that had been on the outside of the object, that had come out of the thing in the creek bed and knelt in the fused earth and set its hand against the ground of the world the way a swimmer touches the wall at the end of the lane, and had then risen, and gone, off into the trees in the direction the fingers pointed.
Something had come out. The soldiers were guarding a thing that was already empty. And whatever had made that print was out there now, in the dark of the Kecksburg woods, in the falling snow, learning to walk.
Jimmy did not tell the officer. He never understood why. He would turn it over for fifty years, the choice he made in that half-second, the instinct that closed his mouth over the one thing that mattered, and the closest he ever came to an answer was that it had not felt like a secret to be reported. It had felt like a secret to be kept. As though the thing that left the print had wanted, somehow, for one person to see it and understand and say nothing, and had chosen him, a twelve-year-old boy at a tree line, the way the whole enormous patient business would go on choosing, in the years to come, the ones who saw and did not look away.
He went home. He had supper with his family. He forgot, as he had been told, to mention anything but a plane. And for fifty years Jimmy Romanik carried the handprint alone, the way, though he never knew it, seven other people were about to begin carrying their own impossible things alone, in seven corners of a distant war, in that same December, under the same watching sky.






  
  Chapter one
The Valley of the Shadow


The dead were not arranged. That was the first thing Captain Marcus Holt told himself, standing at the edge of the village with the morning heat already pressing down through the canopy, because the alternative was a sentence he was not prepared to think yet. 
They were not arranged. People fell where they fell. That was what artillery did, what small-arms fire did, what panic did. It scattered the living and then it stopped them mid-stride, and you walked into the aftermath and you read it the way you read anything else, by the positions of the things that could no longer move.
He had walked into a great many aftermaths in the past three days.
This one would not be read.
The Ia Drang Valley lay behind him, three days of it, a stretch of ground that the after-action reports were already calling the first real battle of this war and that Holt suspected the men who fought it would simply call the worst thing that had ever happened to them. Two hundred and thirty-four Americans dead in landing zones with names like radio call signs, X-Ray and Albany, places that had not existed as places until the helicopters put men down in them and the men did not come back up. He had spent those three days doing the work that came after the dying. Mapping enemy positions from the litter they left behind. Pulling unit designations off captured documents with the help of an ARVN translator who flinched at every distant report. Cataloguing the dead, both kinds, the ones in American uniforms and the ones in the khaki and pith of the People’s Army of Vietnam, because in his line of work even the enemy dead were intelligence, and a body could tell you where a regiment had come from and where it had meant to go.
He was good at it. That was not pride. It was simply true, the way it was true that he was thirty-two and that he had spent five years in Army Intelligence learning to make the world legible, to take the chaos that men generated when they tried to kill one another and resolve it into grids and arrows and assessments that a general could read over coffee. Holt had a prosecutor’s mind. He had nearly been a prosecutor, a Georgetown law degree behind him and an offer from a firm in Philadelphia that he had let expire in a desk drawer. He liked evidence. He liked the way a careful man could stand in a place where something terrible had occurred and, by patience alone, make the place confess.
This place was not going to confess. This place was going to keep its mouth shut and look at him with forty-three pairs of open eyes.
“Captain.” Sergeant First Class Doyle came up on his left, rifle slung, jaw working a piece of gum he had been working since X-Ray. Doyle was the patrol’s senior NCO, a thick-shouldered Tennessean who had been in the Army longer than Holt and who had developed, somewhere in those years, a face that did not register surprise. The face was registering something now. Not surprise. Something underneath it. “You want to come look at the center, or you want to keep standing here?”
“Give me a minute, Sergeant.”
“Take two. Ain’t nobody here gonna rush you.” Doyle spat. “Begging the Captain’s pardon.”
Holt almost smiled. He did not, because smiling felt obscene in this clearing, but he registered the impulse and was grateful for it, the small human reflex surfacing in him like a swimmer coming up for air. He held on to it. He was going to need things like that before this was over.
He made himself look.
The village was a Montagnard settlement, one of the highland hamlets that belonged to neither side and suffered from both, a cluster of longhouses raised on stilts with thatched roofs gone silver-gray in the sun. Forty-three people. He had counted them twice and gotten forty-three both times, which was itself a kind of evidence, because Holt had walked through enough actual battle sites to know that the dead did not come in clean numbers. Battle produced fractions. Battle produced a leg here and a torso there and a count that the graves registration teams argued over for weeks. This was forty-three whole human beings, men and women and a terrible number of children, and not one of them was broken.
No wounds. He had checked. He had knelt by the nearest body, an old man in a loincloth with a string of brass beads at his throat, and he had looked for the entry, the exit, the burn, the blunt trauma, the thing that had ended him, and he had found nothing. The skin was intact. The man looked, if you did not look at the eyes, as though he had lain down in the dirt and decided not to get up. The eyes were the problem. The eyes were the problem with all of them.
And there was no blood. Not on the bodies, not in the dirt, not anywhere. A village of forty-three corpses and the ground was as clean as a swept floor.
“No casings,” Holt said, mostly to himself.
“Sir?”
“No shell casings. No craters. The thatch isn’t burned.” He turned a slow circle, and his intelligence officer’s mind, the part of him that could not stop working even when the rest of him wanted to, ticked through the absences one by one, building its case out of negative space. “There’s no fighting position. No spent brass, ours or theirs. No frag pattern in the walls. Sergeant, look at the longhouse there. Look at the wall.”
Doyle looked. “It’s fine.”
“It’s fine. There’s a battle that ran through this valley for three days and reached right up to this tree line, and this wall is fine.” Holt’s voice was steady. He worked to keep it steady. “Whatever did this didn’t shoot anybody. Didn’t shell them. Didn’t burn them out.” He stopped, because the next part was the part he did not want to say in front of a sergeant, in front of the eight nervous riflemen securing the perimeter, in front of anybody at all. “It just stopped them. All at once. And then it left.”
Doyle stopped chewing.
“Come look at the center, sir,” he said, and this time there was no gum in his voice, no Tennessee drawl smoothing the edges. “You’re gonna want to see the center.”
* * *
The center of the village was a circle of glass.
Holt stood at the edge of it for a long moment before he let himself believe it, because the word glass was not a word that belonged in a Montagnard hamlet in the Central Highlands, and his mind tried three or four other words first and discarded each of them. Not glass. Slag, maybe. Fused earth. The ground in the center of the village, an area perhaps forty feet across, had been turned from red dirt and packed clay into something smooth and dark and faintly translucent, a great frozen pool of it, with the late shapes of grass blades caught and preserved beneath the surface like insects in amber.
He crouched and put his bare hand flat against it.
Cool. That was the second impossible thing. It was midmorning and the valley was already an oven and the glass was cool to the touch, cooler than the air, cooler than the shaded dirt at its margin. Whatever had melted the ground here had done it and then taken the heat with it when it went, drawn it back out as cleanly as it had put it in.
“Watch this,” Doyle said. He was standing at the rim. He bent, picked up a blade of grass from the unburned ground, and held it out. “The line, sir. Look at the line.”
Holt looked. At the precise edge of the fused circle, the grass grew green and ordinary, right up to the boundary, and then it simply stopped, sheared off as if by a blade, the last living stalks standing an eighth of an inch from a surface that had been hot enough to melt clay. No scorching. No gradient of damage, no ring of char where the heat had radiated outward from the center the way heat always radiated outward, obeying the only physics Holt had ever been taught. Fire moved. Fire spread. Fire reached out from its source and consumed what it could reach and left a record of its reaching. This had not reached. This had occurred, completely, inside a perfect circle, and the world a half-inch beyond the circle did not know it had happened.
“That’s not a bomb,” Doyle said quietly.
“No.”
“That’s not anything I ever saw, Captain. And I been seeing things since Korea.”
Holt did not answer. He had taken his camera out of the musette bag at his hip, a battered Argus C3 he carried for documenting captured documents and enemy positions, a brick of a thing that his predecessor in the slot had left behind and that Holt had kept because it never jammed and never asked questions. He was photographing the circle. He photographed the line where the grass stopped. He photographed the trapped blades beneath the surface. He moved around the rim and photographed it from the four cardinal points, because that was the discipline, that was what you did, you documented the scene so that someone smarter or higher or simply later could look at the photographs and see what you had seen.
He was photographing the bodies when the radio came alive.
* * *
Corporal Vance carried the PRC-25, the standard radio, twenty-three pounds of it on his back with the long whip antenna swaying above him as he picked his way to where Holt knelt over the body of a young woman. The woman had been holding a child. The child was a few feet away, and Holt had decided not to think about how the child had come to be a few feet away, and he was photographing the woman’s face, the open eyes, the expression on it.
That was the thing he kept coming back to, the thing the camera could not quite capture and that he knew would follow him out of this valley and into whatever came after. It was not fear on her face. He had seen fear on the faces of the dead, plenty of it, the rictus of a man who knew in his last second exactly what was killing him. This was not that. The expression on the dead woman’s face, on all their faces, was something he had no word for, and his whole profession was the business of having words. It was the look of someone in the middle of seeing something. Something so large that the seeing was not finished. The reaction had begun and then the person had stopped, mid-reaction, mid-thought, the way a film stops when the projector dies and leaves a single frame burning on the screen. They had not been afraid. They had been astonished. And the astonishment had been the last thing that ever moved across their faces, and it had stayed.
“Captain.” Vance held out the handset. “Battalion. They want you. They been calling.”
Holt took the handset. “This is Sabre Two.”
The voice that came back was not a voice he knew. That was the first thing he noticed, and he noticed everything. He had spent three days on this net and he knew the battalion S-2 shop by their cadences, the way you came to know voices on a radio better than you knew the faces behind them. This was a new voice. Older. Flat in a deliberate way, a man working to keep anything out of it.
“Sabre Two, authenticate and stand by for traffic.”
Holt authenticated. He waited. Around him the riflemen had gone still, the way men go still when they can feel something in the air without being told, and Doyle had drifted closer, and the valley held its breath.
“Sabre Two, this is your higher’s higher.” A pause that told Holt the man was choosing words off a page in front of him. “Be advised. You are to cease documentation of your current location. You are to take no photographs. You are to make no record. You will withdraw your patrol to your previous position and you will hold for relief by a specialized element. You will file no supplementary report on the contents of the village. Acknowledge.”
Holt looked at the camera in his hand. He looked at the dead woman. He looked at the glass.
“Say again your last,” he said, slowly, buying himself a moment, because a man who is choosing what to do should never sound like he is choosing.
The voice said it again. The same words, in the same flat order. No photographs. No record. No report. Withdraw and hold. And then, because the man on the other end was not stupid and could hear the silence on Holt’s end for what it was: “Captain. This is not a request and it is not yours to assess. There is an element inbound that handles this kind of thing. You are to give them the site as you found it and you are to forget that you found it. Do you acknowledge.”
An element that handles this kind of thing.
Holt’s mind, the careful prosecutor’s mind that could not stop building its case, seized on the phrase and turned it over and looked at the underside of it, and what he saw there made the back of his neck go cold in the heat. There was an element that handled this kind of thing. Which meant this kind of thing had happened before. Which meant that somewhere above him, far enough above him that the man reading the orders was using a script, someone had a procedure for a village full of unmarked dead and a circle of cooled glass and forty-three faces frozen in the act of seeing. Someone had done this before. Someone had a unit for it.
He had spent five years making the world legible. And the world had just handed him a sentence in a language he had never been taught, and somewhere above him people had a dictionary and were not going to let him see it.
“Sabre Two acknowledges,” Holt said. “Withdrawing to previous position. Holding for relief.”
“Good.” The flat voice held a beat. “And Captain. You were never here.”
The net went dead.
* * *
He gave the order. Doyle relayed it, and the patrol came in off the perimeter in good order, glad to be moving, glad to be leaving, none of them glad enough to say so. They formed up at the tree line and Holt took one last look at the village, at the silver roofs and the still figures and the dark glass at the center catching the high sun, and then he turned his back on it and began to walk, and that should have been the end of it.
It was not the end of it, because of what was in his sock.
He had not made the decision the way a man makes a decision. He had made it the way a man’s hand makes a fist when something comes at his face. Between the moment the flat voice said no photographs and the moment it said acknowledge, Holt’s left hand had gone to the camera and opened the back and pulled the roll, and the small cylinder of exposed film had gone down inside his boot, against the ankle, under the sweat-stiff wool of his sock, and he had snapped the camera shut and loaded a fresh roll and exposed three frames of jungle so that the count would be wrong in the right direction if anyone ever checked. He had done all of it in under four seconds, without thinking, and he was thinking about it now, with every step, the small hard knot of it riding against the bone of his ankle like a stone he had decided to carry out of a country he was meant to leave empty-handed.
He did not know why he had done it. That was not true. He knew exactly why he had done it. He had done it because in five years of making the world legible, no one had ever told him there were pages he was not allowed to read, and the first time someone did, every instinct he had built his life around stood up at once and refused.
They had been walking forty minutes when the man fell in beside him.
Holt did not hear him arrive. That was wrong, that was its own small alarm, because the jungle did not let men move silently and Holt’s patrol had spent three days learning to hear the snap of a twig as the difference between living and not. But the man was simply there, on his right, matching his pace, a lean figure in tiger-stripe fatigues with no rank on them and no name tape and a face that had been in the sun a long time. He carried a CAR-15 with the easy familiarity of a man who had carried it through worse than this. He did not look at Holt. He looked ahead, at the trail, the way two strangers might walk a road in the same direction without claiming to be together.
“Don’t slow down,” the man said. His voice was low and even and entirely without urgency, which was somehow more unsettling than urgency would have been. “And don’t look at me like I’m a problem. I’m the opposite of a problem. I might be the only person in this country who isn’t going to lie to you about what you just saw.”
Holt kept walking. His hand did not move toward his sidearm, though he was aware of exactly where it was, and aware that the awareness was pointless, because if this man had wanted him dead he would already be a body cooling in the leaf litter. “And who are you,” Holt said.
“Nobody you’ll find on a roster.” The man stepped over a root without seeming to notice it. “Here’s what matters. You’re not the only one who saw it. You’re not even the first this month. There’s a pattern, Captain. There’s been a pattern for a long time, longer than you’d believe if I told you, and you just walked into the middle of it with a camera in your hand, which was either the smartest thing you’ve done all year or the dumbest, and I genuinely don’t know yet which.” A flicker of something that was almost a smile. “I’m hoping it’s the first one.”
“You know about the film.”
“I know you don’t strike me as the type to leave a thing like that undocumented just because a voice on the radio used its serious tone.” The man’s eyes moved, once, a quick economical sweep of the trail ahead and the canopy above, the look of a man who never fully stopped checking. “Don’t tell me whether I’m right. Don’t tell anybody. Keep it dry, keep it on your body, don’t put it in a bag, don’t put it in a drawer, don’t mail it home to your wife for safekeeping. You hold it and you wait.”
“Wait for what.”
“For us.” The man said it simply. “What you saw back there, the thing nobody’s going to let you write a report about, the thing that’s already getting a story built over the top of it so that in six months it’ll be a chemical accident or a VC reprisal or a tragic act of God. There are people whose whole job is to look at that thing and not look away. You’re going to hear from them. Not soon. But you’re going to hear from them, and when you do, you’ll know it’s real because they won’t pretend it isn’t.” He slowed, and Holt understood that the conversation was ending, that the man was about to peel off into the green and be gone the way he had come. “Until then you do exactly what your higher’s higher told you. You were never here. You saw nothing. You’re a good intelligence officer who followed a strange order and forgot about it. You can do that, can’t you, Captain. You can act.”
“I can act,” Holt said.
“Good.” The man’s pace changed, just slightly, and the gap between them began to open. “One more thing, and then you won’t see me again for a while. The look on their faces, back in that village. You’ve been trying to put a word on it since you walked in, because that’s how your head works, I can tell by looking at you. You’re not going to find the word. Don’t waste the nights trying.” For the first time he turned his head and looked directly at Holt, and his eyes were a pale washed-out gray and there was something behind them that Holt would spend a long time afterward trying to name and would not manage that either. “It’s the look people get when they finally see the thing that was always there. The thing that’s been watching the whole time. Get used to it. You’re going to see it again.”
And then he was gone. Not dramatically. He simply angled off the trail at a place where the brush was thin, took four steps, and the jungle closed over him as completely as the earth had closed over the dead in that valley, and Holt was walking alone again at the head of his patrol with a roll of film against his ankle and a question opening up beneath his feet that had no bottom to it.
Doyle drifted up. “Sir? You were talking to somebody.”
Holt did not break stride. “No, Sergeant,” he said. “I wasn’t.”
Doyle looked at him for a second. Then he nodded, slowly, the nod of a man who had been in the Army long enough to know which questions were not questions, and he dropped back to his place in the file, and the patrol walked out of the Ia Drang the way it had been ordered to, leaving nothing behind, taking nothing with it.
Except that Holt was taking something with him. He could feel it riding against the bone.
* * *
That night, in a tent at the firebase, by the light of a flashlight he had wrapped in a red rag so the glow would not show through the canvas, Captain Marcus Holt sat on his cot and looked at his photographs.
He had not been able to develop the smuggled roll, of course. That was for later, for somewhere with a darkroom and a lock on the door and no one above him reading from a script. What he had were the photographs in his head, which were worse, because they did not fade and they did not blur and he could not put them in a drawer. The circle of glass. The line where the grass stopped. The woman holding the place where her child had been. Forty-three faces, all of them caught in the middle of the same enormous astonishment, all of them looking at something he could not see and that the camera could not see and that the man in the tiger-stripe fatigues had said was always there.
He was a methodical man. He had built a life out of the faith that anything, given enough patience, could be made to make sense, that there was no human cruelty and no battlefield horror so chaotic that a careful mind could not eventually fit it into a box with a name on the lid. He had walked into a thousand things he did not understand and walked out of them understanding, because understanding was what he did, it was the one thing he had ever been truly good at, and it had never once failed him.
It had failed him today.
He sat with the photographs that would not develop and the word that would not come and the small hard weight against his ankle, and for the first time in his adult life, Marcus Holt was holding something he could not put in a box. And he understood, with the cold clarity that was the closest thing he had to a sixth sense, that he was not going to be allowed to set it down.
Somewhere above him, a story was being written over the top of a valley full of the dead. Somewhere, an element that handled this kind of thing was loading a flatbed and rehearsing an explanation. And somewhere, a man with pale gray eyes was walking through the dark toward a future that already had Holt’s name in it, in a file Holt had never seen, in a program Holt did not know existed, waiting.
He switched off the flashlight.
He did not sleep. He lay in the dark with his eyes open, and after a while he understood that his eyes were open in exactly the way the dead villagers’ eyes had been open, fixed on the dark above him as though something were going to resolve out of it, and he made himself close them, and even then he could see the faces.
You’re going to see it again, the man had said.
Holt already had. It was the last thing he saw before he finally slept, and the first thing he saw when he woke, and he carried it with him out of Vietnam the way he carried the film, against the bone, where no one could take it from him and he could never quite set it down.
He did not know yet that there were six others. He did not know that each of them, in a different corner of this same impossible war, was lying awake under the same weight, looking up into the same dark, carrying their own thing they could not put in a box. He did not know that somewhere a man named Colby was already writing their names on a list, or that a colonel who looked eighty was already deciding what to call them.
He knew only that the world had a page in it he was not allowed to read.
And that he had just torn it out and put it in his boot.






  
  Chapter two
Below Zero


Lieutenant Commander Ray Strickland had a rule about the water, and the rule was that the water did not lie to you. Men lied. Maps lied. The intelligence pukes back in Saigon lied without even knowing they were doing it, handing you a folder full of confident little arrows that turned into a wall of green nothing the second your boots got wet. But the water was honest. The water told you the truth about the current and the truth about the bottom and the truth about whether the thing moving toward you in the dark was a fish or a man or a log riding the flood, and if you had spent enough years in it, the way Strickland had, you learned to listen, and the listening kept you alive. 
The water was lying to him now. That was the first thing he knew was wrong, before he knew anything else. The water had stopped telling the truth.
It was 0152 on the morning of the eighteenth of November, and Strickland was floating in the Mekong with only his face above the surface, eight feet off the south bank, holding station against a current that should have been pushing at him and was not. Behind him, somewhere in the black wall of the bank, two hundred pounds of C-4 sat wired to the pilings of a Viet Cong supply depot that the confident little arrows had said was lightly defended and that had turned out, as these things always turned out, to be a great deal more than that. His detachment was strung out in the channel on either side of him, eight frogmen and three rubber boats cached upriver, four nights into Cambodia, or near enough to Cambodia that the distinction was a matter for lawyers in air-conditioned rooms who would never have to swim it. They had set the charges. They had done the hard part. Now they were doing the part that looked like nothing, the floating and the waiting, the part that the movies never showed because there was no way to film a man’s heartbeat slowing itself on purpose.
Strickland was good at the waiting. He was thirty-four years old and he had been waiting in hostile water, off and on, since a stretch of frozen Korean coast that he tried not to think about, and a beach in Cuba that he made himself think about, every single day, as a kind of penance. He had crossed over to the teams after Korea, traded the Corps for swim fins and a rebreather, and he had never once regretted it except in the way a man regrets the one job he was handed and did not finish. The waiting was easy. The waiting was the easiest thing in the world.
So when the waiting changed, he felt it the way another man might feel a hand close around his throat.
The insects stopped.
That was it. That was the whole thing, at first. The Mekong at night was not silent, it was a roar of small life, a wall of frog and cricket and the thousand clicking unnameable things that lived in the reeds and never shut up, a noise so constant that you stopped hearing it the way you stopped hearing your own breathing. And then it was gone. Not fading. Gone, all at once, between one second and the next, as though somebody had reached out and turned a dial down to zero. The frogs on the bank quit mid-chorus. The reeds quit rustling. Even the current, the little chuckling slap of the river against his shoulders, the sound Strickland had been using to hold his bearing in the dark, smoothed out and went still, and he was suddenly floating in a silence so total that he could hear the blood moving in his own ears.
The water does not lie to you, he thought. And it just stopped talking.
Eight feet to his left, a head broke the surface without a ripple. Petty Officer Second Class Eddie Vance, his point man, the best swimmer in the detachment and the youngest, a kid from the Gulf coast of Texas who had grown up in the water the way other men grew up on bicycles. Vance’s face turned toward him, a pale smear in the dark, and his hand came up out of the river slow and flat, and he made a signal.
It was not the signal for men on the bank. It was not the signal for a boat, or a sentry, or trouble of the ordinary kind that they had spent the last four nights expecting. Vance pointed two fingers at his own eyes, and then he turned the hand over and pointed both fingers straight down, into the black water beneath their feet, and Strickland felt the cold come up through him that had nothing to do with the temperature of the river.
Contact. Below.
There was nothing below. That was the thing Strickland’s whole body wanted to insist on, the eight feet of muddy river between his fins and the bottom, water he had swum a hundred miles of in a dozen countries, water that contained snakes and catfish and the occasional unlucky body and not one single thing that a man with Vance’s training would waste a contact signal on. There was nothing below. Strickland angled his face down and opened his eyes into the murk, knowing he would see nothing, the Mekong at night was a closed door, you could not see your own hand at the length of your arm.
He saw it anyway.
It started as a wrongness at the edge of his vision, a paleness where there should have been only black, and his first thought was phosphorescence, the cold green glow that disturbed water sometimes threw off, plankton and rot and the small chemistry of the dark. He had seen it in a dozen oceans. But phosphorescence did not move like this. Phosphorescence smeared and scattered. This had a shape. This had an edge. Deep under him, deeper than the bottom should have been, deeper than the river was, a glow was resolving in the water, greenish-white and soft, and it was not lying still the way drifting light lay still. It was coming up the channel. Against the current. Steady and unhurried and enormous, leaving a wake behind it that fanned out pale across the whole width of the river, and Strickland understood with a lurch in his gut that the reason he could not get a clear look at it was that his eyes refused to hold it, that every time he tried to fix on the thing itself it slid out from under his attention and became light again, became nothing, so that he could only see it when he was looking somewhere else.
A sphere. Some part of his brain that had not stopped doing its job, the cold professional part that estimated ranges and counted weapons and stayed alive, registered the shape and the size and refused to be argued with. A sphere, maybe twenty feet across, passing beneath them at a depth the river did not have, glowing with a light that was not light, and the closer it came the more the silence pressed in, until Strickland realized the silence was coming from it, that it carried the stillness with it the way a ship carried its bow wave, killing every living sound in the water ahead of it.
He did not move. None of them moved. Eight frogmen hung in the black river like men nailed to the air, and the thing rose up the channel toward them, and Eddie Vance, who was lowest in the water, who had ducked under to set the deepest of the charges and had not yet fully surfaced, hung directly in its path.
Get up, Strickland thought, with everything he had, not daring to make a sound. Eddie. Get up out of the water. Get up.
The thing passed beneath them.
It did not slow. It did not turn. It moved up the channel under their feet with the indifference of weather, of tide, of something that did not know or care that there were men floating in its sky, and as it passed directly under Vance the pale glow lit the boy from below for a single second, lit him up green and stark like a figure in an X-ray, every bone of his hand visible through the flesh, his face turned down toward it with an expression Strickland was eight feet away and would carry to his grave, and then the light slid on up the river and began to fade, and the dark came back, and somewhere far behind it the first frog dared to start up again.
The charges blew.
Strickland had forgotten the charges. That was a thing he would never admit to another living soul, that for the length of time the thing was beneath them he had forgotten that two hundred pounds of plastic explosive were counting down on the pilings of a depot eight feet behind him, but the timer did not forget, and the night came apart in a flat orange roar that lifted the river and slapped him sideways and turned the silence inside out. The depot went up. The bank went up. Burning debris arced out over the channel and hissed down into the water all around them, and the sky strobed white and red, and the depot’s defenders, the heavier-than-advertised garrison that the confident little arrows had not mentioned, began to come awake on the bank and shoot blind into the dark, and all of that, the fire and the noise and the rounds cracking overhead, all of that Strickland understood. All of that was his job. He felt his body click back into the work like a bolt going home, and he started doing the things he knew how to do.
“Recover and move,” he said, low, into the water, and the detachment heard him and began to peel back into the channel toward the cached boats, fast and flat, the way they had drilled it a thousand times. He counted heads as they went past him, the way he always counted heads, the most important arithmetic he knew. Six. Seven. He counted to seven and he stopped, because the eighth man was not moving.
Eddie Vance was floating.
He was on
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