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Intense, propulsive, full of dark energy, Tyler Russell’s novel envisions the end of the world through the yearnings of two characters barely clinging to what makes them human. Its darkness is irradiated by a sharp wit, psychological depth, and lyricism unusual in a thriller barreling this quickly across the pages. Fans of Palahniuk’s Fight Club, Flynn’s Gone Girl or McCarthy’s The Road will savor these nonstop pyrotechnics.  

Robert Rosenberg, author of This is Not Civilization and Isles of the Blind 

A spellbinding thriller about the shattering impact of human trafficking, set in a devastated and dangerous apocalyptic world, Tyler James Russell’s brilliant exploration of how the human mind copes with extreme trauma grabbed me on page one and never let me go. Russell’s creative language and short riveting chapters kept me glued to the page, desperate to know what would happen, yet I didn’t want this remarkable, terrifying story to end. When Fire Splits the Sky is the most riveting, original book I’ve read in ages.

Laura Davis, author of The Courage to Heal and The Burning Light of Two Stars

This is a welcome reprieve from the simplistic caricatures about someone with multiple personalities that have become common today. No serial killer. No crazy person. Just a look at the alters that fill out the person Ben calls his wife. When Fire Splits the Sky helps us see the humanity and struggles of both Ben and Maranda (et al), as they fight to come to terms with their personal and relational trauma, searching for a path toward mutual healing.

Sam Ruck, author of the blog Loving My DID Girl(s) 
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MARANDA

Today’s the third time Maranda’s called off work to secretly trail her husband, driving up Glacier Highway out of Juneau. She knows it’s stupid, but her mind is an in-spiral. What else can you do but follow it?

Ben’s been acting different lately. He comes home and paces the kitchen, muttering. She pretends to be asleep on the couch with the TV on, but she’s not asleep. 

A guy like Ben could’ve had anyone. He’s ideal. But he chose her. Maybe, just maybe, that says something about her. 

Of course, a voice says, if he’s out here doing what you think he’s doing, that says something about you too. 

Shut up, she thinks. Shut the fuck up. 

For as long as she can remember, Maranda’s been accompanied by voices. They orbit her head like moons. 

Planets have to hate their moons. No goddamn quiet. Jupiter’s got, what, like 70? Probably at least a two-dozen of them are bitches. 

The voices talk to her, sure, but a lot of the time they talk to each other too. It’s like she’s listening to a full room. They’ve got names, accents. One of them’s a dude.

Sometimes, her voices take over. Hip-bump her right out of the frame. Sometimes she’s aware of what’s going on when they’re out, and sometimes she’s got no idea it’s even happened until she’s back. There’s no rhyme or reason, really. 

She tries not to think about any of this, and sometimes gets long stretches without hearing them. It was worse right after she got out, and then they quieted down for a while when she and Ben got together. But now, now they’re going again. 

Now she can definitely hear them. 

Maranda’s a black hole for pain. Pain comes screaming out of the air like jet fighter-knives. They sheathe themselves in her flesh, handles sticking out of her eyes, her chest, her everywhere. 

Normal people sometimes feel two things at once. For her it’s four, eight, two dozen. Her head is a DVD player that can’t read the disk. All the goddamn time. 

She checks her phone—twirls it between her thumb and middle finger—but she’s not going to call him. If she calls he’ll know she suspects. 

She tries to swallow the tension in her chest. Something’s about to happen. 

Haven’t you always thought that? a voice says. 

Sure, and hasn’t she been right? 

Her life’s a blender. Lid off. The cupboards are spackled with memory and ruin. Chunks of red dripping from her face. 

She’s always tried to out-drive her thoughts, and the Audi, her car—well, she picked it out—moves like friction isn’t a thing. She surges by a minivan that has been going exactly 55 for a mile now. As she passes she can feel the mom at the wheel staring at her. 

Inside, the dude voice says, There a problem, bitch? 

Her head is like a daycare. She has to shout to hear herself. 

She doesn’t have the AC on because she can’t stand to have the windows closed. You need to have a little bit of air moving. Otherwise it’s a coffin. Plus it lessens the virginal machine-smell Ben tries to hold on to, though she tries not to think about that. Sometimes, if it ever does get hot, she’ll drive with the windows down and still let the AC blow. Ben teases her, and truthfully she doesn’t feel good about it either, but she still does it. He tells her to imagine all the havoc she’s wreaking on poor Mother Earth. The bunnies staggering from foot to foot with one paw to their throats, gasping. She tells him to shut up, and he laughs, and she laughs too. To show that she’s in on it. 

She turns the radio on. The volume hits like an out-of-nowhere backhand.  

“...where summit talks entered the third day. Leaders are committed to...” 

She shuts it back off. It feels like she ought to listen to more news stories as an adult and all, but she just can’t. At least not now. 

She drives another twenty miles. The time blips by like she slept right through it. She’s in one place and then another, just like that. 

It looks like rain, but spears of glare hit the hood of the car and explode. She takes the exit past Thane, hardly noticing what she’s driving through. Everything’s at the top of her stomach now. Up against the middle of her chest. 

The Audi crunches over gravel. Ben calls this the cabin but it’s really a lodge. He’s supposed to be out here hunting, but his Land Rover’s not in the lot. 

Hotels have always been a thing. She hates them. She tells Ben it’s because you put your head down where somebody else just did their dreaming but it’s so much more than that. 

Her whole body’s a beehive. Her hands are doing their own thing. She flattens them on her legs as she walks inside, up to the man at the counter. 

“I’m looking for my husband, Ben Watters.” 

“Ben Watters,” the guy says. He’s wearing a bolo. “Ben. Watters.” He clicks through his computer screen. She watches his eyes scroll down, up, down again. 

“I’m sorry, ma’am. No one by that name’s checked in.” 

Her life’s a blender. Lid off. 

Things click into place. In a way, she expected this. At least now she knows where they stand. 

Inside she hears the angry voice, the dude, deep and clear, Well, you knew it, bitch. Didn’t I tell you and tell you? 

The dude voice starts taking over. Snakes of fire wiggle in her arms. Fucking electricity, man. 

Suddenly she’s outside. It’s like no time has passed. Like the world moved on without her and now she’s entering its course mid-stream.

She’s at the car, yanking and slamming the door—over and over and over—without any kind of volition of her own. Her arm keeps at it until someone touches her shoulder, the bolo guy from inside. 

“Hey lady, you okay?” 

The voice that comes out of her throat is the dude voice, not hers. It’s sandpaper. It says, “I look like a fucking lady to you?” 

BEN

After he and the girl are done, Ben stands in the motel bathroom in his undershirt and boxers, the faucet running water so hot it forms steam-ghosts on the mirror. He’s flushed, hair tousled, trying to force himself back into what he considers his true self. This, the guy in the motel, that’s not him. Not really.

Ostensibly, he’s out here on a hunting trip, but every city, every town, it’s always the same thing. It’s there if you know what to look for. What else is he supposed to do? How else is he supposed to function, not only in his normal life but also as some kind of support for Maranda? He’s supposed to come home and take care of dinner and everything else while she sleeps through the day. The rare times they do have sex just lead to fighting anyway. If he didn’t have a way to blow off steam he probably would have called it quits months ago. 

At least this way—out of town, anonymous—it’s not messy. It’s biology, a prescription, if you think about it. Maybe a better man would be able to navigate all this without an outlet, but at least now he’s able to come back home and be patient with her, without pressuring her to have sex with him when she’s clearly got no interest of her own. If anything, she should have some sympathy for him, honestly. 

Ben stops. Takes a breath. He’s a fucked up guy and he knows it. There’s a maw in his belly that swallows each orgasm as soon as it ends. He scoops water over his forearms, pulls out the waistband of his boxers and scrubs himself, then lathes water as hot as he can take it over his chest and neck and face. He grips the edge of the sink, lets his head fall. 

He can’t do this anymore. He fucking can’t.  

Driving in, he’d seen in the distance a collection of clouds windblown into the shape of a fist. They were backlit to a bloody orange, edges rimmed with dark. A familiar feeling accompanied it, the kind of brimstone guilt he still associates with his father. 

The truth is, he wants to be different. Wants to not be the kind of man who needs sex to shore himself up. All his life he’s been limping along, trying to hide it, but all this hiding is about to choke him out. He never comes home feeling anything but dirty, hesitant to touch anything. Like it’s not his house anymore. He tries to mask it, tries to make her laugh, but he’s a performer in his own life. 

There was a couple that came in probably twice a week to the pharmacy where he worked to refill their blood thinners or heart medications, whatever. He can’t even remember their names, but a few weeks ago it was just the woman. When Ben realized the old guy had probably passed away, it fell into his head that if he himself died, no one would have known him, like, at all. Since then, he’s been feeling the pressing need not only to stop, but to tell her. There’s so much she doesn’t know. He wants to call, tell her what’s been going on, that he wants to stop but doesn’t know how, that he’s sorry, and that he’s certain there’s got to be something deep within him, something good—but everything’s so grimed over he can’t even access it long enough to wrestle it into words. 

Through the door, he hears the girl get up and leave. Enough, he thinks, steam rising from his skin. No more. 

This was the last time, he tells himself. The absolute last time.    

Going out, he nods at the muscular guy in the blazer he paid earlier, but the guy doesn’t look up. Thunder rumbles in the distance. Clouds coil. Rainbow smears of oil spread on the pavement. 

Ben takes his wedding ring out of his pocket and slides it back on. He tries to will some better part of himself to the fore. And even though the inside of him is all clawed over, he thinks that maybe he can feel something fall away from him as he walks into the evening. Scales from his heart. There’s a difference to this day. Like maybe he’s on the verge of actually changing. 

When he looks up, at first he doesn’t recognize the woman with her arms crossed, leaning against his Land Rover’s door. Absently, she spins a phone between two fingers. 

“Hey,” she says, and actually smiles, which is scary as hell. Ben freezes, keys still stupidly in his hand, like he might be able to muscle this into a normal or an okay moment. 

Maranda raises her eyebrows. “Had a bad feeling,” she says. “Were you with someone?” 

A pickup pulls into the restaurant next door. It’s now or never. Ben tongues the inside of his lip. When he finally speaks there’s no volume to it. “Yeah.” 

For a moment, she doesn’t do anything. Like maybe she didn’t know what he meant. But then she flinches, blinks hard. 

“Mar,” he says, but she doesn’t hear him. She twists her head to the left like she’s cracking it, but he knows she’s not. He watches the tremble leave her face as she exhales, closes her eyes, and rolls her neck out again. She turns without saying anything else and marches across the lot. 

“Wait,” Ben calls, following. “Mar, wait. It’s not...Mar!” 

She gets in, slamming the door. He stands in front of the car, blocking her, but when he sees her eyes dare-widen, he steps back. 

She screeches out. Ben stands with his hands interlocked above his head, squished under some blind malice. A dog barks. He kicks the tire of his Land Rover, then does it again. He doesn’t know what the hell he’s doing, but before he knows it, he’s keyed half the length of a seventy-thousand-dollar SUV. The clouds are breaking into shreds behind him, clots of darkened color bleeding into the clear. He smacks the window again and again, blind and lunatic, like he could raze the thing with his bare hands, wreck it all down to nothing. 

———
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The blue-blazered man stares from the window of the motel lobby, scrawling something on the inside cover of his book. He has time to double check it. Then he dials, props the phone against his shoulder. It rings and rings. Holding a lit menthol cigarette, he rubs the corner of a lapel between his fingers, smooths a crease in his jeans. Finally, a woman answers. She tonelessly says his name. 

“Just saw the one who got away,” he says. “Yeah, definitely her. Price still what it was?” 

He is not a man who smiles often. But then he hears his boss’s answer. 

MARANDA

This time of night their ranch in Juneau holds blue the way a puddle holds water. As Maranda enters the front door the porch-light triangles open, then shuts.

She checks the latch and stands there. Alone. She wants to go to sleep, to not be here and then wake up and have everything that’s gone down erase itself. She wants to revert to normal, whatever that is. 

But everything’s different now. Everything’s drained out. 

She looks at herself in a mirror. The world operates on cost and worth. Take cars. If the car you’re thinking about buying is worth more to you than having the money, you end up buying the car. If the money’s worth more, then you don’t. 

So why wasn’t she worth more to Ben? 

The dude voice in her head says, Fuck Ben. Fuck him. 

She was supposed to find a guy, settle in, head south, and her fucked-up past was going to break up like ice. That was the plan, the deal. She held up her end, didn’t she? 

A voice floats up from the back of her head. Not one of the usual ones. Not Klara or Guardian or Chipmunk or Axel. It’s cold, stripped clean. It says: You know why. 

Maranda thinks, Yeah, I know. 

You want a steak, but Hangar on the Wharf is on the other side of town. McDonald’s is right here. What’s it worth to you? If you stick with the value meal, then it wasn’t steak you wanted, was it? You wanted convenience. 

Some sun peeks its head over the horizon of her heart. It’s huge and hateful. Even as she pulls her mind away, it’s still there. Burning. 

There’s a lot she’s never told Ben. For example, the record scratches across her life. About how some days her head makes an evil plastic skrch and then the same memories loop over and over. It’s a merry-go-round in there, but all the ponies have knives in their skulls. 

There are years like a movie she only half-watched. That’s when some of the voices took over, she’s pretty sure, so it wasn’t her out and living then, not literally. Her and not her at the same time. She used to feel like she should tell him more, but now, what does it matter? 

The clock reads 9:41. She stares and stares at it. 

The walls are festooned with the last year and a half—a collection of their time together. Photographs, concert tickets, origami swans, dried bunches of flowers. Twine is screwed into the drywall and strung in arcs all around the room. Here’s a picture of the two of them wearing New Year’s glasses. Here’s them on the deck of a boat, pink-faced and cold. She doesn’t remember who took the picture. Doesn’t even remember the boat. 

She’d thought he was straight out of a rom-com, but what the hell had she been thinking? A twenty-six-year-old with a good job, endless ambition, an unnecessarily nice car, and no significant exes to speak of. She should have known. If no one else had been able to stand him, that should have told her something, right? 

She’s done. She gave it a try, thought a square life would fix her, but who the hell would want this? People are assholes. They’ll cut you as soon as screw you. As if she needed any more help believing this.

She feels herself slipping. Soon it’s like someone else is moving her body. Her fingers want to rip out of themselves and claw the room to shreds. 

Let’s trash the goddamn place, Axel growls. 

He’s a shark swimming the depths of her skin. Wants the walls to bleed. 

Just as quickly Axel’s gone, and there are photographs all over the floor, twine ripped from the screws. The mirror just inside the doorway holds a dozen shards. On the floor is a shoe she doesn’t remember throwing. 

How is it after 11:00 already? She’s only been home a minute. 

She blinks. The world telescopes away. She feels sharper, more precise. Guardian? 

Yes, is all the voice answers, and she feels herself move businesslike and calm around the room. She unclips the clothespins and pictures slide to the floor. 

A car passes by outside. Light arcs through the blinds. She cracks her neck this way, then that. 

She’s in the kitchen, no idea why she came out here. She can barely think. If she can just sleep she’ll wake up and it will be yesterday again. This will never have happened and she will not know this new thing about Ben, about herself. 

Suddenly, it’s past midnight. At odds with morning. She’s on the couch, carried along by some consciousness-river. The television hums bled-out color. There’s a Calico Critter rabbit beside her, and as she moves her hand away from her face she realizes she, a grown-ass woman, has been sleeping with her thumb between her teeth. 

She hears one of the voices, a little girl, crying, Gracie, I miss Gracie. 

Maranda tries to ignore it, like she always does, but fuck, man. 

When the doorknob whispers, her mind shoots awake. Ben steps in with his duffel and ghosts the door shut, scans the room to where she has her eyes closed. She feels it happen. Feels him by his noise and weight. She pretends to sleep, composes her face into nothingness. 

Part of her feels bad for him. Like, how pathetic do you have to be? But then that gets replaced by numbness, and when he goes past her, toward the bedroom, she opens her eyes and he’s no longer her husband. No longer anyone to her. It’s so easy, she thinks, for a person to become another person, just like that.

BEN

He eases the door open. The house is blued with television, filled with the laugh-track she keeps herself surrounded by. Now, as always, he’s got no clue what he’s going to find. 

One time he came home and she was sitting on the floor, surrounded by the pieces of a shattered dish. She was running a single shard over the pads of her hands, fingering it, almost lovingly. When he said her name, she jumped. In the other room, the TV was playing menu music on a continuous loop.

He can make out her shape on the couch. She’s been sleeping on the couch for a while now, not on the nice one but on the old love seat patterned with “corduroy” as she’s always called it, a mistake she’s always clung to like it’s cute or something, and which he’s found invariably irritating—because, like, what’s adorable about being wrong? Russian Roulette’s another one; she says it rou-lay. Once when they were fighting she said every day with him was like a game of “Russian rou-lay.” 

He told her it was roulette, actually. 

“Fuck you,” she spat. 

He moves as quietly as he can into the kitchen, using his phone’s flashlight instead of flipping a switch. Part of him thinks that if he can dodge her for a few weeks it will blow over, but another part of him knows that’s stupid. He’s committed something irrevocable, not just the cheating but the confessing. His neck’s to the stump, now. 

Things have been falling apart for a while. Kind of before, but then much more after they got married. She started poking holes in his stories. All Ben had was anger. God in heaven, the fighting. They’d fight for days without resolution. It would be three in the morning before either of them would let a thing drop, and even then only out of sheer exhaustion, both knowing they would pick it up and set it down again, unchanged, the next day. Last week, in the middle of an argument about who-knows-what, he’d spiked a spoon—a goddamn spoon—and now was going to have to pay to fix the divot in the kitchen linoleum. Well, maybe. 

Taking a drink, he almost chokes when he turns and finds her not only awake but five feet away. He bends over and coughs into his elbow, then tries to talk and coughs again. He holds up a finger until it passes. 

“Hey,” he manages. 

Maranda tilts her head, watching the floor. She won’t look him in the eye. Even given the circumstances he can tell something’s off. There’s nothing at all on her face that he can read. She kicks one foot at the other in a way that’s almost girlish. 

He frowns. “Mar? You okay?”

This happens once in a while, and it always brings a lump of fear to his chest that he can’t quite swallow. He found out early on there were other people within her, or at least what she called people, rumbling beneath her life like subway cars. Some days the earth holds them down; other days they burst out, no warning. He’s only met the one, but where there’s one there’re always others, right? What worries him is not the personalities, it’s what the hell could do this to a person? 

“Who is this?” he asks, trying to catch her eye.  

“I’m not s’posed to say,” she whispers, like she’s reminding herself.  

“Right, okay. Well, I’m not gonna hurt you.” 

She studies the floor, swallows. “I’m Chipmunk,” she says, and looks up at him. The light from the television hits her on the side of the face. He notices she’s holding a rabbit. A little figurine in a doll’s housedress.  

“Chipmunk? Like the animal?”

“Chip-munk.” 

“Okay, okay. Um, how...how old are you, Chipmunk?” 

She makes a face like she’s working things out. Bites her lip, holds out one hand and another thumb. 

“Six?” 

He hears a car, headlights in the front window, blurring across the wall. There are strings of pictures hanging over the backs of the furniture, down onto the floor. 

He takes a sip of water. Tries to relax. He wants to direct the conversation somewhere innocuous but before he can she blurts out, “Why’d you do that?”

He opens his mouth and finds himself empty. He sets the glass down. A bubble detaches from the bottom and wiggles upward. He feels her staring at him. 

“Maranda’s really,” she stops. “Why’d you do that?” 

He drops his head. He mumbles the word “shit” to himself. “Look, I didn’t mean to hurt you. I just...” 

“Not me. Her.” 

Chipmunk closes her eyes. She twists her chin up, to the left. A wince screws up her features. She squeezes her eyes a few times, then opens them. 

Dread enters his body like a many-tendrilled fog. He tries to act normal. “I don’t know what I’m doing. I’m—” 

“Shut up,” she says, and by her voice he can tell it’s Maranda again. “Just shut up.” 

She sighs and kneads at the back of her own neck. There’s nothing six about her anymore. She’s standing differently, every gesture well-lived in. When she opens her hand and notices the Calico Critter rabbit, she tosses it to the couch with disgust. 

“Listen,” Ben says. “Please, I want to...I’ll do whatever you want. Whatever it takes.”

She runs a hand through her hair, laughs spitefully. “What does that even mean, Ben?” 

“I don’t know, but I’ll...I’ll do whatever.” 

“I really thought I was safe here.” 

He all but physically feels it. He opens his mouth, but there’s nothing to say. In the darkness, in the weak light of the television, her face looks like one he’ll never see again. 

MARANDA

She’s got no memory of the rest of the night. Just—blip, and it’s morning. 

At the window for the first knife of dawn, what happened yesterday feels like somebody else’s dream. 

He cheated on her. He cheated on her. She thinks it over and over. Part of her is ready to leave him, but the idea stays outside. Her mind won’t make enough room for it.

She’d cobbled a life together. But now—when you drop a glued-together vase, it breaks in all the same places.   

Light crosses the living room floor inch by inch. 

Then, out of nowhere comes a distant, enormous, concussion. A gong from the center of the Earth. 

Everything shakes. A shelf drops from the wall. The picture window shatters inward. The power flicks off, then on, then off again. Ribbons of plaster dust unspool from the ceiling. 

Guardian yells: The archway! and she falls beneath it, cowering. Ben stumbles from the bedroom, palming the walls. 

There’s a one-second gap. Things blink away, come back.  

She can feel a tremor-remnant in her muscles, like the shockwave has traveled up through her legs and into her interrupted heart. She’s sitting on the floor. Her breathing is frantic, arrhythmic. All the outside noises have somehow gotten into the house. 

Someone is saying, “Mar, Mar, are you okay?” but they’re far off. Like they’re talking to somebody else, also named Mar.

She can’t think. Something’s in the way. There’s a hand on her shoulder. She turns, and there’s a face, a man’s face. She can’t place him. He’s like a picture that won’t come into focus. The power comes back on. Dust continues to shake from the ceiling. The face is Ben, she remembers, her fucking asshole husband who screwed her over. 

The television emits a high-pitched wail, the screen a loom of grayscale strings. 

Ben exhales, tiptoes to the front window and rips the curtains aside. Little chips of glass clatter. Outside, a fat column of smoke ponders upward from the other side of the mountains. There’s a blushing haze above the trees.  

“What’s happening?” she whispers. 

This, this is every day. This is her life. It started inside her, breathing fire, then moved into the world. Catastrophe has leached from her skull. 

She feels herself move backward from her own eyes and sees herself as Ben sees her—cowering on the floor, both afraid and ashamed of that fear. 

The rest of it happens with her only there by the barest of threads. She woozily tries to stand, but when Ben lurches forward to keep her from falling a tree of vitriol spreads through every vein. He steps away, showing his hands, and she can feel her neck crack, her body move on its own, like a stretching cat. Axel, the dude voice, is getting ready for a fight. 

BEN

Maranda’s barely there. When Ben touches her arm, she startles and he backs up a step. She shakes her head and looks around the room like she’s cataloguing it for the first time. 

He can tell right away it’s someone else. Even her facial features seem different. She cracks her neck and takes a few steps, circling her shoulders. 

“I told her,” she says, her voice affected, deep. “I told her about you. But did she listen? Fuck no.” 

Outside, people are yelling house to house. Sirens. A baby yowls. Involuntarily, Ben glances at his phone. Already, the screen reads NO NETWORK. 

“Whatsa matter?” she spits. “Look like you’re about to shit your pants.” 

He pockets his phone, does his best to collect himself. “Who are you?” 

“Name’s Axel. I’m one of the ones,” she pauses, sneering, to tap the side of her head, “in here.” 

“You’re a...” 

“A what?” 

“You’re...” 

“A dude? That what you’re trying to get out, dickwad?” 

Axel feints, and Ben ducks. Axel laughs. 

“What’s wrong? This too much for you?” 

Ben’s never seen her like this. This aggressive. She’s got to be pretending, right? 

She wipes her—his?—nose. Walks over to the window. 

“Hey, seriously
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