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	We soon learned what it meant to live as outcasts.

	Under a sky of starless, eternal night, Sephora and I scavenged among the cratered ruins of London, a great city laid to waste decades ago by Madame Antic. She had left behind little more than scorched earth, barely able to provide for a remnant of survivors. I carried a lantern of cast iron, its fiery light splashing across the ashen muck before me, swaying side to side with every step. My boots slogged along, pulling against suction as if the ground—mass grave to thousands—were reaching for a fresh recruit, clawing at me to join the faceless departed.

	This was a primitive existence in a decaying world.

	As far as anyone could tell, Antic and the massive, sun-powered aeroliner carrying her sky city had moved on. For months now, there had been no sightings of her chrome soldiers. Those automatons tasked with kidnapping souls from the earth below to play parts in Antic's bizarre stage play were undoubtedly snatching their victims elsewhere. Which meant there were other cities to ravage, if not on the British Isles, then on the European mainland. Fodder for Antic and her Infinity Division operatives—or her superiors, whoever they were. Fighting the good fight. 

	As for the identity of their great Enemy, none could say. No one in our camp had any idea, and they frowned upon discussing it, as if due to some deep-seated superstition. They seemed afraid their words would bring this Enemy to life or awaken it from a slumber that had kept them safe thus far, unnoticed and out of reach. Sephora and I would offer guesses when we were alone, reading each other's lips by candlelight, scratching words into the ground with sticks whenever we misinterpreted one another. 

	I had resigned myself to the fact that our hearing would never return.

	Now as we followed Maddox into the city ruins, far away from the bonfires that warmed his people, I kept my eyes wide open, watching him for physical clues. I could not hear the approach of danger, but I could sense it: the tension that seized hold of our guide, tightening his imposing frame. He would gesture for us to lie low and be still, to move onward only when he stirred and pressed forward through the dark, leading us in our first venture as foragers.

	The ruins had already been well picked-over by Maddox and his people, a group of two dozen varying in ages from late teens to early eighties. But there remained caches of canned goods and supplies to be found, if one knew where to look. There was also wild game: feral sheep, goats, and rabbits whose meat, cooked well enough in a stew, provided ample nourishment, despite the fact that a poisonous bite from any one of these creatures could prove fatal. There had been larger livestock once, before London fell, but they were not seen as of late. No one seemed to know what had happened to all the cows in the countryside; I had far more questions than answers.

	Maddox carried a crossbow. Sephora and I carried hatchets we'd been taught to keep sharp. I had the thunderbuss slung over my shoulder, but I wasn't sure what good it would be or whether I would even use it. I didn't want to deafen Maddox, of course, yet I hadn't felt right about leaving it behind. It had been Sephora's and my salvation from the sky city, but it had also brought about the demise of our hearing. I had no idea how long the weapon would continue to fire its devastating sonic blast without being recharged or reloaded, nor did I know how to load it if it ever ran out of...whatever ammunition it fired. The thing was a horrible mystery.

	I had yet to catch sight of a single animal in the ruins. But when one should chance to appear, Maddox would bring it down, and Sephora and I would be tasked with separating the head from its body as quickly as possible. This would avoid the potential for venom glands in the jaw to contaminate the meat. We would have to be careful not to let those venomous fangs anywhere near our exposed flesh as well. According to Maddox, ensuing madness would be the least of our worries.

	Here in the real world, strange things roamed the surface of the earth. No one in the camp was willing to answer any questions about their origin. It was simply the way of things, and none could say how long it had been so. Had Antic's sky city been the culprit? Or was it the unnamed, unknown Enemy? Shrugs and shakes of the head were the only response. Words left unspoken filled me with morbid curiosity, and my wild imagination ran rampant. 

	I could picture Antic and her operatives sending their robots down to capture sheep and goats so that Deverall could experiment on them in his secret laboratory, and when the guileless creatures were no longer of interest to the mad scientist, he released them back into the wild—London's ruins. Equally likely, I could imagine the Enemy, whoever they were, sneaking about under cloak of darkness, snatching the creatures and pulling them underground like trapdoor spiders, mangling their genes prior to releasing the resultant monsters out onto the surface. Just for the hell of it.

	I found neither explanation appealing.

	Sephora insisted the enemy of our enemy would logically be our friend, or at least an ally. Knowing what Antic had done to the people of London—capturing them, wiping their memories, making them play various parts in an elaborate farce designed to elicit the formula for a secret chemical compound from a walking tumor of a man, all in the name of strengthening the war effort against an Enemy with a serum that would make war-weary soldiers fight on despite mortal wounds—it was impossible to think of hers as the side to root for. After all that Antic had put us through, Sephora couldn't help but think that this faceless, nameless Enemy, wherever they were, might well be worth meeting.

	Yet historically—I argued as the devil's advocate—could it not be said that the end often justifies the means? If our people were indeed locked in a battle for survival against a threat we could not possibly imagine, then of course sacrifices would have to be made for the greater good. Hundreds, perhaps thousands of lives would be ruined in the process. But they were merely a handful when compared to the masses that populated our world, the lives that could potentially be saved in the process.

	I had only to look around me to know that Victorian England no longer existed. For how long? None could say. London had been razed two decades ago, of that they were fairly certain. But as to the current year, not a clue. And why was the night sky always so dark, when every day under the scorching sun there was never a cloud in sight? Where were the stars? 

	Was this yet another constructed reality devised by Antic and her operatives? Were we rats in a maze all over again? I had no way of knowing.

	Sephora and I struggled through a primeval life of survival now, one everlong night at a time. Nocturnal creatures we became, embracing the darkness in a cold, damp nightmare as welcome as any dream after the hell we had escaped from in that sky city. Daylight was for sleeping, when danger was easier to identify while on approach by the sentinels Maddox assigned to watch over the camp.

	He squatted down without warning beside a murky pool, his eyes bright in the glare of his lantern. He beckoned for us to join him, speaking excitedly, his lips moving faster than I could read. Sephora motioned for him to slow down, and he nodded, pointing at the little pond that rippled with life beneath its oily surface.

	Earworms, he mouthed and pointed again, grinning up at each of us in turn. Noting our respective confusion, he gestured at his ear and then at the water again. Rare these days. Let's see if we can catch us a couple.

	He set down his lantern on the bank, slick with mud, and rolled up the sleeves of his greatcoat, baring burly arms thick with grizzled hair. His eyes were riveted to the pool, his hands hovering a few inches above the surface. I leaned toward him but could not catch a glimpse of anything swimming through the pond, though the ripples were evidence enough of something living and moving in its depths. 

	Did he intend to snatch it by hand without a net of any sort? And what was an earworm—some kind of eel with a face like an ear? Wishful imaginings, perhaps. More likely, it was an amphibious tunneling creature with a penchant for slithering down the ear canals of unsuspecting victims in their sleep. Did it have fangs like the other poisonous freaks of nature we were told to look out for? Did it have a taste for human blood? I quelled a shudder at the thought.

	By all indications, something horrendous had befallen London, but no one seemed to know whether it was the Enemy or the people of the sky city who were responsible. Obviously, some sort of weapon had rendered the surviving animals on the surface contrary to nature. But then again, how were Sephora and I to know the difference? Our memories were only what Antic's operatives had programmed them to be; any knowledge of Earth's creatures would have been implanted into our minds. It could very well be that every sheep in the history of the world had a poisonous bite, and that the docile, harmless creatures we counted in our sleepless minds' eyes were only figments of contrived imaginations.

	Thus, Sephora and I committed to accept things as they were. Maddox and Old Ruth were more than patient with us when we repudiated the reality we faced with fragments of truth from our untrustworthy memories, invented by foes more real than any nebulous Enemy. But we argued less often as the days passed. These people had lived in the real world all their lives, while Sephora and I were merely actors who had forgotten our true selves.

	In time, I came to trust our guides implicitly. A cave in the wreckage became our home, and these people our tribe.

	Maddox held up a fat, two-inch-long worm he'd managed to snatch out of the pool lightning-quick. It wriggled from his grasp, pinching its middle with a thumb and forefinger. Slick and black, it twitched but did not thrash about like a fish out of water. He winked at us as a smile cracked his weathered face, and he brought the creature up to his ear as if he were modeling a dangling earring. 

	We've seen this work, he mouthed. Not every time, but worth a try.

	Then he held the thing out to me.

	I shrank back. Did he expect me to eat it? The muck at our feet was not suitable for scratching out messages, so instead I resorted to body language: a shrug and a frown. I glanced at Sephora, and she appeared as clueless as I.

	You stick it in your ear, Maddox said, enunciating each word with care. Others among us have lost their hearing over the years. Bomb blasts, old age. These things can restore it. Sometimes.

	That made no sense whatsoever. Who were they, these people who miraculously had their hearing restored by allowing a filthy worm to slither down into their ear canals? 

	I held out my hands to him, palms out, and shook them side to side. 

	No thank you, I said, unsure whether he could hear me or understand my utterance. As was often the case, I could not be certain that I had made any sound at all. I felt the vibrations in my larynx but had no way of knowing whether I was controlling the volume or forming comprehensible words.

	He frowned, surprised by my reaction. Then his face lit up and he chuckled as Sephora plucked the earworm from his grasp. I could only stare.
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	She held the writhing creature up before her eyes, studying it. Would she do it—allow this thing to wriggle inside her head? Had she grown so tired of the silence that she was willing to do anything now to change it, even something as drastic as this?

	You've seen it work before. She fixed Maddox with her unwavering gaze as she mouthed the words.

	He nodded with an enthusiastic glint in his eye. 

	If she and I did not trust him, we never would have allowed him to lead us tonight on our first hunt. He and his people had been nothing if not welcoming, providing for our needs, teaching us the skills we needed to survive this strange new world. Much about ruined London defied explanation, even for those who had lived here their whole lives. Were these earworms any more bizarre than rabbits with poisonous fangs?

	I failed to blink as Sephora gently guided the creature into her left ear canal with both hands, letting it ooze down from her fingers. I couldn't help cringing as it slithered toward her eardrum and curled up, disappearing from view. She tilted her head, staring into empty space. Waiting for it to work? How long would it take before she knew for certain, one way or the other? 

	Her body jerked with revulsion as the worm moved inside her. She grimaced, her fists clenched, but she did not scream. I could tell as I watched her face.

	Any difference? I mouthed.

	Takes time, Maddox said.

	How long? Sephora looked as though she was going to be sick. Her body spasms increased, and she dry-heaved, lurching forward.

	Maddox moved beside her. Part and parcel, he said with a grim nod. It's a process. Might be a couple days before you start to feel a difference. Or hear one, rather.

	She reached out, and I took her hand. She squeezed it tight, her unfocused eyes directed at the pool. You should really try this, she mouthed and gave me a wink, the corner of her lips turning upward.

	We'd been bound by fate from the start, from the moment she and her partner in their blue uniforms had carted me out of Madame Antic's Hotel Grotesque upon that stretcher. Covered in the Giant Tumor's secretions, I hadn't been able to string coherent words together. The experience had defied all rational explanation, yet I had survived. She had seen me through it. Could this be much worse?

	I knelt by the water's edge and watched the ripples.

	Explain how these...earworms...can possibly return one's hearing. I glanced up at Maddox. I wanted a scientific answer to justify this insanity.

	He shrugged his thick shoulders. Don't always know the how of things. Some say they feed off vibrations and act as a conduit between the eardrum they latch onto and the outside world, filtering everything—

	Sephora squeezed my hand and nodded as I faced her. In her eyes and expression I read the words she left unspoken: We're in this together. She was right about that. But I had never agreed to stick a worm inside my head. Her impulsiveness had led her to do so, and now she was trembling and sweating from the aftereffects. Not a ringing endorsement, to say the least.

	Something's wrong. I scowled at Maddox as I clasped her hand in both of mine. It's not working right.

	He frowned at Sephora's reaction but did not seem overly concerned by it. His boots shuffled in the mud. Affects people in different ways, I suppose.

	He supposed?

	I'm fine, she mouthed, squeezing my hand again. C'mon, Tony. Misery loves company. She nodded toward the pool and forced a smile. If it works, we'll laugh about this later. She paused. And we'll be able to hear each other laughing.

	No more reading lips or scratching messages into the ground. Instead, I would actually be able to hear her voice again. Of course I wanted that. But how could a person expect to live with a...parasite squirming around inside their head? Would she always feel it writhing? How would she get any sleep?

	Both Sephora and Maddox watched me with expectation in their eyes. I despised being put on the spot like this. No one had even hinted that tonight's foraging expedition would involve introducing a worm to one of my damaged eardrums. And simply because Sephora tended to be the more adventurous of us, why did that mean I had to follow suit? 

	It made much more sense for one of us to be the test case while the other was the control subject. Considering the physical reaction she was experiencing, it seemed only right for me to postpone my own earworm implantation so that I could support her as she adjusted to having the slimy thing inside her head. Then, perhaps in a few days, once she had acclimated and there were no side effects—other than having the hearing in her left ear restored, hopefully—we could return to this oil slick masquerading as a pool, and I would adopt my own parasite at that time.

	Maddox was on his knees again, both hands thrusting into the black water with a splash that leapt up his forearms.

	Might be your only chance, friend. He turned toward me with a twin of the creature Sephora had slipped into her ear canal. It twitched in his grasp, wishing to return to its natural habitat. They've been getting fewer as of late. Nobody knows why.

	I met his ever-helpful gaze. He'd known the creatures might be here. He had led us through this section of the ruins, just in case. Yet he hadn't thought to tell us ahead of time. Perhaps it hadn't occurred to him that I would be so reticent. 

	Not a hint of malicious intent lurked behind his eyes. He honestly wanted to help us, and this was the only way he knew how. He hadn't introduced us to the earworms as soon as we fell out of the sky city because he knew we wouldn't have believed him. But since then, he'd earned our trust. There was no denying that.

	Sephora squeezed my hand again. I nodded. 

	We were in this together.

	I took the slimy creature from Maddox and cupped it in my hands, watching as it writhed this way and that. I could not distinguish which end should go into my ear; there was no obvious mouth that would fasten itself onto my eardrum.

	Shuddering with revulsion, I brought the creature toward my ear lobe and held Sephora's gaze. She nodded at me—or her trembling had increased, and she was unable to keep her head from jostling. Her eyes held a glazed look much like an opium addict, and she clenched her teeth together to keep them from chattering.

	With that as a glowing recommendation, I prepared to follow her example.

	But I am uncertain whether I would have gone through with it, had it not been for the sudden attack that came at us from all sides at once.
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	The worm leapt from my startled hands and slithered into my ear as incoming vehicle headlamps washed us in their white glare. Maddox fell prostrate, and not a moment too soon, as a hail of bullets crashed into the ruins around us, flinging chips of brick and mortar into the air. One round smashed his lantern, and its light went out.

	Sephora and I scrambled to find cover, keeping low to the ground and squirming through the muck. We abandoned our lanterns and gripped our hatchets as we headed for the same dark corner untouched by the ground vehicles' lights. Our free hands met as we reached out, each ensuring the other hadn't gotten lost in the confusion. There was no lip-reading in the darkness we found to cover us, no way to communicate other than our slick hands clasped together.

	For us there was only silence amid the tumult.

	Forgotten for the moment was the slimy creature worming itself ever deeper into my ear canal. The disgusting sensation held a backseat to the priority of the moment: our very survival.

	Where had these vehicles come from? Were these people from one of the other tribes Maddox had warned us about? Why were they shooting at us? 

	As far as Old Ruth had explained it, there existed a fragile peace among the survivors. The tribes tended to be territorial and avoid one another, never seeking to encroach on others' hunting grounds. They did not see each other as enemies, but neither were they friends. Each tribe looked out for its own interests.

	There had been attacks in the old days, we were told. After London fell, survival of the fittest often led to cutthroat interactions. Maddox's people, like many of the other tribes, had become nocturnal in their habits. They remained alert while it was dark, when the sky city's metal soldiers were more difficult to spot as they descended from above, snatching people off the surface to play various roles in their floating Victorian farce. Before our arrival, the metal kidnappers had never appeared during daylight hours.

	But now that the sky city had apparently moved on to greener pastures, had one of the tribes decided it was time to assert its dominance and go on the offensive against its neighbors? To shatter the truce by attacking one tribe at a time?

	There must have been sounds of violence, aggressive shouts and reports of firearms as the rounds blasted the ruins all about us. Dark figures advanced, crossing in front of the lights in a churning melee. We cowered and held still, I with Sephora's hand gripped in my left and the sharp hatchet in my right. I considered going for my thunderbuss. I had no idea whether Maddox had survived the first barrage; if he hadn't, then I would not have to worry about deafening him.

	In my mind's eye, I saw him floating facedown in the earworms' pool as blood blossomed across the back of his greatcoat, pierced by multiple rounds. 

	Sometimes I truly hated my imagination.

	Strong hands grabbed hold of my ankle, just above my boot, and dragged me away from Sephora, out into the light. I kicked and thrashed as my hand slipped free of hers, sliding through the mud. Washed in the harsh white headlamps of three vehicles, a true horror loomed over me, grinning with bloody fangs: the body of a man clothed in a black three-piece suit and wearing the decapitated, swollen head of a rabid sheep.

	I didn't waste a moment to decipher the preternatural fear I felt at the sight of the abomination. I kicked, making solid contact with the fiend's midsection and doubling him over. Then I swung my hatchet with all my strength, upward and over, burying the blade in the thing's snout. He stared down at me with dead eyes as blood flowed out over the hatchet, over my hand, dribbling warm and wet onto my face as I raised a hand to block it.

	I blinked my eyes, and the scene changed completely, as if nothing I thought had occurred had actually happened. 

	Instead of my hatchet blade, the bolt of a crossbow pierced the sheep's head—and the man's inside it. He looked almost comical, standing there bent over me with his dead animal head tilted to one side, as if he didn't quite understand this strange turn of events any more than I did. 

	I still gripped my weapon in my outstretched arm, lying in the cold mud, frozen there with dread. I had not raised it to strike the monster. I lay there covering my face with my free hand as blood dribbled from the bolt.

	Maddox charged forward from stage right and toppled the sheep-headed man, sending the dead fellow face-first into the muck. Then Maddox reached down for me with one hand and pulled me to my feet.

	RUN! he screamed into my face, forgetting in the madness that I could not hear a word out of him. 

	I understood, nevertheless. Where's Sephora? I twisted in his grasp, but I did not see her anywhere nearby.

	He released me and focused on loading a fresh bolt into his crossbow, bracing the weapon against the ground with the toe of his boot. He almost had it ready to fire when three figures fell upon us, each of them as bizarre-looking as the first. They all wore the oversized heads of sheep and goats, cut jaggedly along the necks, worn like helmets of meat and fur. All of them sported the horrible fangs that Old Ruth had warned us about. 

	Never in my experience had I seen a sheep or goat in the sky city, yet I knew instantly what they were. And I knew how wrong these looked. The fangs were out of place, and the heads were far too big to be natural—unless the feral creatures on the surface had grown much larger than their distant relatives, planted in my mind's eye by Antic and her operatives.

	I stepped forward swinging my hatchet, and two of the figures fell back, waving their gloved hands at me as if this was all some sort of misunderstanding, and they meant me no harm. The third grabbed hold of Maddox and pressed the clean blade of a hunting knife against his throat, keeping him between me and the attackers. Maddox held very still and did not raise his freshly loaded crossbow; he kept the bolt aimed at the mud between his boots. 

	I wanted to go for the thunderbuss slung over my shoulder, but I hesitated, determined not to do anything to force this miscreant's hand.

	The knife-wielding freak wore the head of a goat, and the horns tilted side to side as the fellow mashed its snout against the side of Maddox's head. If words were being spoken, demands being made, I had no idea what they were.

	A man's life was at stake. So I did the only sensible thing. 

	I dropped my hatchet into the muck and raised my empty hands.
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	Don't hurt him! I screamed as loud as I could with no way of knowing whether anything that came out of my mouth made sense. The two figures wearing sheep heads flanked the goat-headed figure and tossed their chins, as if laughing at me.

	The one with the goat head slit Maddox's throat and held him as he bled out, thrashing in his grip. I was too stunned to scream. The three expressionless animal heads stared back at me.

	I blinked my eyes and forced myself to take a breath—and the scene changed instantly. Much as it had before, when I thought I'd sunk the blade of my hatchet deep into the sheep's head. Maddox had not been slain. He stood very still with the goat-headed figure's blade at his throat, just as he had a moment ago.

	What was happening to me? Were these hallucinations or glimpses of other outcomes? Potential futures? Alternate realities? 

	Deverall had said that he could see ten seconds into the future thanks to a formula he'd invented, but his prescience had not been one hundred percent accurate. It seemed impossible that he could have somehow passed this ability on to me. But how else was I to explain it?

	I did not have long to wonder, for at that moment a mud-covered figure rose from the ground, emerging from it like a vengeful golem. It lunged first at the figure with the goat's head, striking a vicious blow with a hatchet identical to my own. The blade flashed in the headlamps' glare a split-second before plunging into the fellow's side, causing him to bend at the waist in agony and, in so doing, release his hold on Maddox. 

	As the knife slipped away from his neck, Maddox pivoted and fired his crossbow without a moment's pause, bringing down the sheep-headed figure on his left. The bolt plunged through the fellow's throat, and he must have released a gargled cry as he hit the ground. The other sheep-headed one turned to flee, but the muddy figure swung the hatchet overhead in a wide arc and released it. The weapon spun end over end, glinting in the light, before burying its blade in the fellow's back right between the shoulder blades. He dropped prostrate into the mud and lay still.

	Maddox wasted no time fitting a third bolt into his crossbow. Holding it at the ready, he swung the business end side to side and glanced over his shoulder for any sign of additional assailants. Were there only four of them? I had my thunderbuss in hand, mimicking his movements and keeping an eye on the goat-headed figure lying still on the ground.

	The mud golem was Sephora, of course. She planted her boot on the sheep-headed attacker's back and tugged her weapon free, then turned toward me and smiled. Her teeth flashed white against all the muck caking her face and hair.

	Can you hear anything yet? she mouthed, as if the past ten seconds of disturbing violence had never transpired. As a Blue Woman, had she dealt with gangs of ruffians on the streets? Was that why she seemed so self-possessed right now? How had it come as second nature to disguise herself with the slime at our feet?

	I tapped my ear, now serving double duty as the residence of a two-inch worm coiled inside like a snake. Then I shook my head. Not a sound had come through, as of yet. You?

	She shrugged, which I found difficult to interpret. Maddox continued to sweep the vicinity as he made tracks toward the headlamps. She grasped at his coat sleeve once he was within reach. Who were they?

	He kept his stern focus on our surroundings. I had not known him long, and while I admittedly did not know him that well, I had never seen him like this. He looked uncertain, on guard. The attack had surprised him as much as it had Sephora and me. Even though she seemed to be taking it in stride, perhaps due to her training in the sky city, I could tell that the incident had unnerved her.

	Why hadn't Old Ruth or Maddox told us about this bizarre neighboring tribe with their freakish animal helmets? 

	I caught up with Sephora as Maddox checked the trio of vehicles—not robot-drawn carriages, nor any sort of self-propelled automobiles I was familiar with. They were open to the elements without roofs of any kind, with padded seating for four, each with a minimal glass windscreen and large wheels covered in chunky rubber apparently intended for unpaved terrain.

	Taking Sephora's free hand, I made sure she could see my lips in the glare of the headlamps before asking her, Are you seeing things? Hallucinations?

	She frowned quizzically at me. Are you?

	I gestured at the earworm that had most likely fastened itself to my right eardrum. It's affecting me...differently than you. I paused to look her over. Even covered in mud, she was obviously no longer trembling or dry-heaving. She seemed to be feeling like herself again. No other side effects?

	She shook her head. I'm feeling fine now. Whatever you're experiencing, it should pass as well. Fingers crossed we'll be able to hear each other again soon. She smiled, and in any other situation, I would have found the striking contrast between her beauty and the muck covering her face worthy of a laugh.

	But I couldn't shake the feeling that we were still in danger. Like Maddox, I kept an eye on our surroundings, feeling as though at any moment more figures wearing decapitated animal heads might pounce on us from every side. Had only four of them arrived in these three vehicles? Had only one of them been armed—with just a knife? None of it made any sense.

	Maddox beckoned for us to join him. He had climbed into the front seat of one of the vehicles and was acquainting himself with the controls.

	Can either of you drive? He looked from Sephora to me. Then he nodded toward the other pair of vehicles. We're taking these back to camp with us.
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