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      The barn smelled like oil, hay, and cold iron — the kind of smell that lived in the beams and boards longer than any man ever would. Mark stood at the workbench with his dad, sleeves rolled up, lantern light flickering across the long rifle laid out between them. The tiger-striped maple stock glowed warm under his hands.

      He ran a cloth down the barrel, slow and careful, the way his uncle taught him. His dad leaned against a post, arms crossed, watching him with that quiet mountain pride he never said out loud.

      “Boy,” his dad said, “you keep oilin’ that thing, you’re gonna wear the shine clean off.”

      Mark grinned. “Just keepin’ her ready.”

      Outside, the wind rattled the tin roof. The comet was supposed to show tonight — the one the news wouldn’t shut up about. Folks in town were calling it a once-in-a-lifetime thing. Out here in the mountains, it was just another excuse to sit under the stars.

      Boots clattered on the barn floor.

      Rachel burst in like a firecracker, coat half-zipped, hair wild, breath puffing in the cold. “Mark! Daddy! It’s almost time! I wanna stay up! I wanna see the comet with Mark!”

      She bounced on her toes, little hands balled into fists of excitement.

      Mark laughed. “You ain’t gonna make it past ten minutes.”

      “I will too!” she shot back, chin up like a tiny general.

      Their dad shook his head, smiling despite himself. “Alright, alright. Settle down, Cricket.”

      Rachel froze mid-bounce. Dad only used that nickname when he was about to say yes.

      He pointed at Mark with a grease-stained finger. “Take your sister up to the lookout. The one past the old logging road. Best sky in the county up there.”

      Rachel squealed.

      Dad kept going. “Take a tent. And a backpack full of snacks. And pop. And don’t you dare scare her with booger stories or ghost tales. She’ll be crawlin’ in our bed for a week.”

      Mark held up a hand. “I won’t.”

      “You better not,” Dad said. “Your mom’ll tan your hide.”

      Rachel tugged on Mark’s sleeve. “Can we take the good lantern? The bright one?”

      “Yeah,” Mark said. “We’ll take it.”

      Dad pushed off the post and walked over, resting a heavy hand on Mark’s shoulder. “You two have fun. Be home early tomorrow. Your uncle’s comin’ by, and he’ll want to see how that rifle’s comin’ along.”

      Mark nodded. “Yes sir.”

      Rachel was already halfway out the door, yelling, “I’m gonna see the comet! I’m gonna see the comet!”

      Dad watched her go, then looked back at Mark — really looked at him.

      “You take care of her tonight,” he said softly.

      “I always do.”

      “I know.” Dad squeezed his shoulder once, firm and proud. “You’re a good brother.”

      Mark swallowed the lump in his throat and nodded again.

      He blew out the lantern on the bench, slung the rifle over his back, grabbed the tent and the pack, and stepped out into the cold night.

      Rachel was waiting in the yard, breath fogging, eyes shining like she already saw the comet coming.

      “Ready?” Mark asked.

      She grabbed his hand. “Let’s go.”

      And together, they headed up the ridge — toward the lookout, toward the stars, toward the comet that would change everything.
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      The lookout sat on the spine of the ridge like a secret only the family knew — a bald shoulder of rock above the treeline where the mountain ran out of trees and gave you the whole sky at once. There was no marker for it, no trail sign, nothing on any map. You got there by knowing the old logging road, and knowing where the old logging road quit, and walking the deer path past where it quit. Mark’s dad had brought him up here the first time when he was six. Mark had brought Rachel the first time when she was four. It belonged to them the way a name belongs to a person.

      Mark and Rachel reached it just as the last of the daylight bled out behind the mountains — that long blue Appalachian dusk that pools in the hollows first and climbs the ridges last, until even the high bald places give it up and the cold comes down. The air was sharp, cold enough to bite the nose and make the inside of it sting, and the sky above them was a black bowl turning over, waiting for the comet, the first hard stars already pricking through in the east.

      Best sky in the county, Mark thought, the way his father always said it, setting down the pack and the tent on the flat rock. Dad’s right. He’s always right about this place. You can see the whole world from up here and the whole world can’t see you. That’s the thing about it. That’s why it’s ours.

      Rachel immediately started gathering sticks, scooping them up in both arms, all business, her breath puffing white in the cold.

      “Fire ring first!” she declared, already bossing the night like she owned it.

      She owns every place she stands in, Mark thought, and almost laughed. Eight years old and she runs a mountaintop like a foreman. Lord help whatever she grows up to be.

      Mark laughed out loud and helped her. They built a little ring of stones the same way Dad taught them — tight, safe, wind-proof, the gaps chinked with smaller rock so a gust couldn’t get under the flame and throw a spark into the dry mountain grass. Mark struck the lighter, cupped his hand around it, and the fire caught with a soft whoosh, throwing warm gold across the clearing and pushing the dark back a few feet on every side.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Rachel held out a marshmallow already speared on a peeled stick. “Roast it for me?”

      “You can roast your own,” Mark said.

      “I’ll burn it.”

      “You always burn it.”

      “That’s why I want you to do it!”

      He rolled his eyes and took the stick anyway, because he always took the stick, because she always handed it to him and he always took it and that was the shape of the two of them. He held the marshmallow low over the coals where the heat was even, turning it slow, and it puffed and browned to the gold-all-over that Rachel liked — not black, not raw, the way only somebody patient could get it. Rachel bounced on her toes, breath fogging, watching it like it was the comet itself.

      She could roast her own, Mark thought, turning the stick. She’s not bad at it when she tries. She just likes me to do it. And I guess I like doing it. Don’t tell her that.

      They ate marshmallows until the bag was light, and drank the pop Dad had let them pack, the cans aching-cold in the mountain air, and watched the stars come out one by one and then in handfuls and then in the great spilled river of them that you only ever saw this far from any town, this high, this dark. The ridge was quiet except for the crackle of the fire and the far-off hoot of an owl down in the black timber, asking the night its one question over and over.

      Rachel leaned against him, her head against his arm, suddenly small the way she only got when she was warm and full and sleepy. “Mark… do you think the comet’s really gonna be bright?”

      “Bright enough,” he said. “Dad said it’ll light up the whole sky.”

      She grinned against his sleeve. “I wanna see it first.”

      “You probably will,” he said. “You’re shorter. Closer to the ground.”

      She punched his arm — a little fist, no force in it. “Hey!”

      He laughed and ruffled her hair, the wild red of it that never stayed in any braid their mother put it in, and felt the particular contentment of being thirteen on a mountain in the cold with his little sister and a fire and a sky about to do something rare.

      This is a good night, he thought, and meant it all the way down. Whatever the comet does or doesn’t do. This is one of the good ones. Years from now I’ll remember this. The fire and the marshmallows and Cricket falling asleep on my arm. I’ll be an old man and I’ll remember this exact night.

      He had no idea how right he was, or in how terrible a way.
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      When the fire burned down to coals — a low red breathing heap, safe inside its ring — they crawled into the tent. The good one. The one Dad used for deer camp, heavy canvas-and-nylon, big enough for two grown men and their gear, cavernous for a boy and a little girl. Mark zipped the flap down tight against the cold, and the cold stayed outside where it belonged while the lantern — the good lantern, the bright one Rachel had begged for — filled the little space with warm yellow light and the faint clean smell of its fuel.

      Rachel burrowed into her sleeping bag until only her face and a tangle of red hair showed. “Wake me up if I fall asleep.”

      “You won’t,” Mark said.

      “I won’t,” she agreed, already losing the thread of it, her eyes drifting closed.

      She was asleep in three minutes. Mark watched her go under the way she always did, all at once, like a dropped stone — one minute arguing, the next gone, breathing slow and deep with her mouth a little open. He pulled her sleeping bag up over her shoulder where she’d wormed out of it.

      Then he lay back on his own bag and listened to the night.

      The wind in the pines, that long ocean sound that never quite stopped on a ridge. The soft crackle and settle of the coals outside. The small whistling breath of his sister an arm’s length away. And above all of it, through the canvas, the sky — which was beginning, faintly, to glow.

      There it is, Mark thought, watching the canvas overhead go from black to the faintest grey-gold. Coming up over the east shoulder. Should I wake her? She wanted to see it first.

      Let her sleep a minute more. I’ll wake her when it’s really something. Plenty of comet for everybody.
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      Then the glow brightened.

      Then it brightened more — faster than a rising thing should brighten, faster than the moon, faster than anything Mark had a name for, the grey-gold going to gold going to a hard white that threw the shadow of the tent poles sharp across the canvas like noon.

      Then the whole tent lit up like somebody had walked in and thrown a switch on a stadium light — every seam and pole and zipper of it suddenly visible, the inside of the tent bright as an operating room, brighter, a flat shadowless white that came from everywhere at once.

      Rachel jerked awake with a gasp. “Mark? Mark, what’s happening?”

      I don’t know, Mark thought, his heart already going, I don’t know, that’s not right, a comet doesn’t do that, nothing does that —

      He unzipped the flap.

      The sky was white.

      Not bright. Not lit. White — the whole black bowl of it gone to burning white, and across it, from one mountain horizon to the other, the comet blazed like a river that had caught fire, a long unspooling streak of light too bright to look straight at. And behind it, falling, drifting, settling down out of the white sky onto the white mountain — dust. A shimmering silver veil of it, fine as flour, slow as snow, catching the comet-light and throwing it back in a million tiny glints, coming down over the ridge and the timber and the tent and the two children in it like the quietest snowfall in the history of the world.

      “What’s that?” Rachel whispered, crowding up against his back to see past him.

      “I… I don’t know,” Mark said.

      It’s beautiful, some far-off part of him thought, before the rest of him could be afraid. Whatever it is. It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever —

      The dust touched the tent.

      The world went silent. Not quiet — silent. The wind stopped. The owl stopped. The crackle of the coals stopped. For one held breath the whole mountain hung in a silence so complete that Mark could hear the blood in his own ears, and the silver dust came down through it without a sound.

      Then everything exploded.

      Not with sound — with change.
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      It started low in Mark’s back, at the base of his spine, a deep wrenching twist like a key turning in a lock that had never had a key before — and then it ran outward and downward all at once, and his legs, his two legs, the legs he had stood and walked and run on for twelve years, buckled and changed under him into something that was not legs. His chest seized. His ribs felt like they were rearranging themselves around a breath he couldn’t finish taking. Heat poured down through him, and length, and a terrible heavy strength, his whole body growing and lengthening and remaking itself faster than thought, faster than fear, and he heard himself make a sound he’d never made before.

      Rachel screamed — not in pain, he understood even then, even in the middle of his own remaking, but in pure shock — as the tent came down around them. The poles snapped like dry sticks under bodies that were suddenly far too big for the space. The heavy canvas tore down its seams with a long ripping groan. The lantern tipped, rolled, and went out, and the only light left was the white falling comet-light pouring in through the ruined flap.

      Mark tried to stand and couldn’t.

      My legs, he thought, in a white blank of panic, my legs aren’t — where are my — that’s not my balance, that’s not how I — there’s too much of me, why is there so much of me —

      His body felt wrong, huge, heavy, powerful, terrifying — a body that started where his body had always started, at his own chest and shoulders and arms, and then kept going, kept going far too long, into something low and broad and four-footed that he could feel but could not understand, could not yet run, could barely hold still.

      “Mark!” Rachel cried, somewhere in the wreckage beside him. “Mark, I can’t — I can’t — my feet — they’re —”

      That was what did it. That was what reached down into the white panic and got hold of him. She’s scared. Cricket’s scared. Get up. Get to her. You don’t get to fall apart, you get to her, that’s the rule, that’s always been the rule —

      He shoved the ruined tent aside with something that was not a hand — and then with something that was, his own hand, his own arm, still there, still his, and that one familiar thing in the middle of all the wrongness was the thing he held onto. Cold air hit him. The white comet-light, going grey-gold now at the edges with the first true dawn, washed down over the both of them.

      Rachel stood in the wreckage of the tent, trembling.

      She wasn’t standing on feet.

      She was standing on hooves. Four of them.

      Her red hair spilled down her back the way it always had, her face her face, her eyes her eyes, her small hands held up in front of her shaking — but below her waist was a small Shire filly’s body, deep red coat still wet-dark and new-looking in the dawn, white feathering hanging soft around four trembling hooves, a white tail. She was eight years old from the waist up and something out of a draft barn from the waist down, and she was staring at him with her whole heart in her face, waiting for him to tell her what was true.

      He stared back. And he knew, without being able to see himself, that the same thing had happened to him — that he was bigger now, much bigger, that the body he could feel under his own human chest was broad and black and powerful, white tail, white feathering over four great hooves. A draft horse’s body. A Shire’s. Black where she was red. Big where she was small. But the same. The same as her.

      We match, he thought, through everything. Whatever this is, we match. White tail, white feet, the both of us. Like we’re still the same blood. Because we are. Whatever we are now, we’re still that.
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      Rachel’s voice shook so hard the words came apart. “Mark… Mark, we’re… we’re half-horses.”

      Mark swallowed hard. His heart was hammering against his ribs, his breath fogging in the cold dawn, and every part of him that was still a frightened twelve-year-old boy wanted to scream, or cry, or run — except he couldn’t run, didn’t know how to run, on a body he’d had for ninety seconds.

      She’s waiting, he thought. She’s waiting to find out how scared to be. And she’s going to take it from me. Whatever I say right now, whatever my face does right now, that’s what she’s going to carry. So you don’t get to be scared out loud, Mark. Not now. Not in front of her. You can be scared later. Right now you be her brother.

      And the word half-horses — he couldn’t let that one stand. He didn’t entirely know why, in that moment, except that it was a word that ended in horses, a word that put them in the barn with the cattle and the stock, a word that took something away from them that he was not willing to let be taken. Not from Cricket. Not on the first morning. Not ever.

      So he made himself look at her — really look at her, the way Dad had looked at him in the barn just hours ago, you take care of her tonight — and he made his voice come out steady, even though nothing in him was steady.

      “No,” he said. “We’re not animals, Rachel.”

      She blinked at him, terrified, holding on to his face with her eyes.

      “We’re centaurs,” Mark said. And hearing himself say it — the old word, the storybook word, the word from the myth books in the school library — something in him steadied around it, because it was a word for people. Centaurs were people in the stories. Heroes, even. Wise ones. Not stock. Not animals. People. “That’s what we are. We’re centaurs.”

      Rachel’s lip trembled. But she nodded — a small, fierce, taking-it-on-faith nod, the nod of a little sister deciding to believe her big brother because believing him was the only floor she had to stand on. Centaurs. Okay. If Mark says centaurs. Then centaurs.

      The comet burned overhead, fading now as the real dawn came up gold behind it.

      The last of the silver dust drifted down and settled and went still.

      And on a cold mountain ridge, in the wreckage of their father’s deer-camp tent, a mile of dark timber from the only home they had ever known, two Changed children stood in the first light of a world that would never be the same — a big black colt and a small red filly, human-hearted, white-footed, matched as blood — and stared at each other, and did not yet know that they were among the very first, or that there was no one in the whole waking world who could tell them what to do next.

      There was only Mark.

      And Mark, twelve years old and ninety seconds into a body he did not understand, looked at his little sister’s frightened face and decided the only thing there was to decide.

      I’ll figure it out, he thought. I always do. I told Dad I always do. So I will.
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      The comet faded into the morning, and the morning did not care that the world had ended.

      That was the thing Mark could not get over, standing in the wreckage of the tent on legs that were not legs. The sky went from white to grey to the ordinary pale gold of any November dawn over the Alleghenies. The wind came back. The owl had gone quiet for good, gone to wherever owls go at daybreak, but a couple of crows started up down in the timber, arguing about nothing, the way they did every morning of his life. The coals in the fire ring still breathed their last red breath inside the stones. Everything in the world was exactly as it had been — except the two of them.

      It should look different, Mark thought. Something this big happened. The mountain ought to look different. And it doesn’t. It looks like every other morning Dad and I ever came up here. That’s almost the worst part. Nothing’s going to come help us. The world doesn’t even know.

      Rachel was crying now — not screaming anymore, just crying, the small hopeless crying of a child who had run out of the energy for anything louder. She stood with her four legs splayed and trembling, her human arms wrapped around herself, her red hair fallen forward over her face.

      “I want Mama,” she said. “Mark, I want to go home. I want Mama and Daddy. Can we go home? Please can we go home?”

      “Yeah,” Mark said. “Yeah, Cricket. We’re gonna go home. That’s exactly what we’re gonna do.”

      How, the rest of him said, the part he kept off his face. How are we going to go home. It’s a mile. A mile of deer path and rock and root and leaf-slick, downhill the whole way, in the dark under the trees where the dawn hasn’t even gotten yet. I can barely stand. She can barely stand. And these feet — these hooves — they’re brand new. They’ve never touched the ground.
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      He got himself to her first. It took everything he had — four legs that did not yet know they were his, a body that lurched and overcorrected and nearly went down twice — but some deep new sense underneath the panic seemed to know more than he did, and if he stopped thinking about it and just went, his legs more or less sorted out where to be. He crossed the ten feet of flat rock to his sister and put a hand — a human hand, his, still his — on her shaking shoulder.

      “Okay,” he said. “Okay. We’re gonna walk down together. Slow. I’ve got you. Just — try a step. One step. I’m right here.”

      Rachel sniffed, nodded, and tried a step off the bald rock toward the head of the deer path, where the ground turned to root and cold stone and frost-slick leaf.

      She cried out and went down on the splayed front of her, hard.

      “It hurts!” she sobbed. “Mark, it hurts, my feet hurt, they hurt when I step —”

      Mark got down beside her — awkward, enormous, folding the new body more than kneeling — and for the first time he picked up one of her hind hooves in both his hands to look at it the way he’d seen the vet look at a heifer’s foot a hundred times.

      It was a real hoof. Hard horn around the edge, but the underneath of it, the sole and the soft V at the back — that was new. New and tender and pink-ish and clean, never walked on, soft as the bottom of a newborn calf’s foot. He pressed it gently with his thumb and Rachel flinched and yelped.

      Tender, Mark thought, and the cattleman’s son in him, the boy who’d grown up around stock and feet and the whole business of keeping big animals walking, understood it cold and clear. They’re green. Brand new. Like a colt foaled an hour ago — they don’t put a newborn out on gravel, they keep it on soft bedding till the feet harden up. Her feet have never met the ground and the first thing we’re asking them to do is carry her a mile down a rock path in the cold. They’ll be bruised to bloody before we’re halfway. Hers worse than mine — she’s little, but her feet are little too, and softer.

      “Can you carry me?” Rachel asked in a tiny voice.

      Mark almost laughed, almost cried. “Cricket, I can barely carry me right now.” He looked at the great black weight of his own new body. “I’d drop us both off the mountain. We gotta walk. But we gotta —”

      We gotta what, he thought. Think. Think like Dad. Think like Uncle. What do you do when an animal’s feet can’t take the ground?

      You shoe it. You put something between the foot and the ground.

      And the second he thought it, his eyes — already moving, already hunting the way his father’s eyes hunted a problem — found the old tractor tire.
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      It had been at the lookout for as long as Mark could remember. Nobody knew whose it was or how it got up there — an old worn-out tractor tire, big as a kiddie pool, half-sunk in the grass at the edge of the clearing, the kind of junk that ends up at the top of a mountain because somebody, some year, found it easier to roll it up than haul it off. He and Rachel had played on it as little kids. Sat in it. Filled it with rainwater and floated leaf-boats. It had always just been there, part of the furniture of the place.

      Now Mark looked at it and saw rubber.

      Tread, he thought, his heart starting to go for a whole new reason. Thick rubber tread. Tough. Won’t cut up on rock. Grips. That’s — that’s a sole. That’s what they make the cushion shoes out of, the ones the vet glued on Dad’s lame mare two summers ago, the rubber ones, when her foot was too sore for iron. Rubber. Glued on. I watched him do it. I held the mare’s head and watched the whole thing.

      He lurched to the tire and got down to it and ran his hand over the tread, the deep familiar diamond pattern of it, cold and faintly oily under his palm.

      “What are you doing?” Rachel asked.

      “Fixing your feet,” Mark said. “Hang on.”

      The pack had spilled when the tent came down. He dragged it over with one hand and dug through it one-handed, throwing things out onto the rock — the dead lantern, the marshmallow bag, two cans of pop, the little first-aid kit Mom made him carry — until he found the two things he was looking for. The tin snips. And the glue.

      The tin snips were in the pack because the tin snips were always in the pack. Mark didn’t go up the mountain without a tool roll, the way Dad had taught him, because a mountain was no place to need a tool and not have it. Wire, snips, a multitool, electrical tape. The snips were for fence wire and tin and a hundred other things and now they were for this.

      And the glue. The big bottle of it. The industrial superglue, the two-ounce bottle with the long needle tip, that he’d thrown in the pack three days ago because the tip-top guide on his good fishing rod had cracked loose and he’d meant to glue it back on at the lookout and never gotten around to it. A whole big bottle, near full. He’d been annoyed at himself for forgetting to fix the rod.

      Thank God, he thought, holding it up so it caught the dawn light, the amber fluid sloshing heavy and full inside it. Thank God I’m lazy. Thank God I forgot to fix that rod.
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      He cut the first shoe wrong. Of course he did. He hacked a rough oval out of the tire tread with the snips — harder work than he expected, the steel cords inside the rubber fighting the blades — and held it up against the bottom of Rachel’s hoof and it was too small, lopsided, no good. He threw it down and cut another, bigger, tracing the shape of her hoof in his mind, an oval a little wider than the hoof all the way around so the edges would catch the ground before the tender sole did.

      “That one,” he muttered. “That’ll do.”

      “Is it gonna hurt?” Rachel asked, watching him with enormous eyes.

      “No,” Mark said, and meant it. “It’s glue and rubber, Cricket. It’s gonna feel like wearing shoes. You remember when you got your first hard church shoes and they felt all stiff and funny? Like that. Funny, not hurt. Now hold still and let me have that foot.”

      She gave him the foot. That was the thing he would remember about that morning for the rest of his life, longer than the comet, longer than the white sky — that his little sister, terrified, in a body neither of them understood, on the worst morning of the world, lifted her new hoof and put it in her big brother’s hands because he told her to. Because he was Mark. Because she trusted him. She gave me the foot.

      He dried the bottom of the hoof on his shirt, the way the vet had dried the mare’s, got it clean and dry as he could. He ran a heavy bead of the superglue all over the cut tire-oval, fast, before it could skin over, and pressed it up against the sole of her hoof and held it. And held it. Counted to a hundred out loud, slow, while Rachel sat very still and the cold came up off the rock and his own four legs ached under him. Counted to a hundred again for good measure.

      Then he let go.

      The shoe held.

      It held.

      It held, Mark thought, and something cracked open in his chest that was almost too big to hold, half a sob and half a war-whoop. It held. I did it. One down. Seven to go and the sun’s coming up and it HELD.
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      He did the other three of hers next, because hers mattered most — she was smaller, softer-footed, and she was the one crying. Cut, dry, glue, press, count to a hundred, count again. By the third one he was faster, the snips finding the shape easier, his hands learning the work as they went the way hands do. The big bottle of glue went down and down but there was enough. There was just enough. He was careful with it like it was water in a desert, and it was.

      “Stand up,” he told her, when all four were on. “Easy. Tell me.”

      Rachel got her legs under her, wobbled, and stood. She took a step. Then another. Then she looked up at him with the first thing that wasn’t terror on her face since the dust came down — a small amazed grin, wet-cheeked, snot-nosed, wondering.

      “It doesn’t hurt,” she said. “Mark, it doesn’t hurt! It’s like — it’s like sneakers!”

      “Told you,” Mark said, and grinned back, and felt like he might fall over from the relief of it.

      Then he did his own four. That was harder — reaching his own great hind hooves on a body he could barely fold, cutting the ovals bigger for a Shire colt’s feet, going through the last of the glue right down to the final squeezing drops on the last shoe. He scraped the bottle. He got it done. Eight shoes. Tractor tire and fishing-rod glue, on a mountaintop, in the first light of the changed world, cut and fitted by a boy who had been a centaur for less than an hour.

      He stood up on all four of his own shod feet and the tread gripped the cold rock and held, and for just a second — just one — he forgot to be afraid, because the thing had worked, because he had been handed an impossible morning and he had reached into his pack and into everything his father and his uncle and the whole mountain had ever taught him and he had fixed it.
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      They left the wreck of the tent. They left the spilled pack and the dead lantern and the empty pop cans — Mark would come back for all of it later, in another life, when there was time to care about a tent. He hung the tin snips through his belt and put the empty glue bottle in his pocket without quite knowing why, except that it had saved them and it felt wrong to leave it on the mountain.

      “Okay, Cricket,” he said, and took her human hand in his human hand, the two of them standing at the head of the deer path on eight feet of cut tractor tire. “Slow and easy. Right behind me. We follow the path down to the logging road and the logging road home. You step where I step. And if you get scared you just hold my hand and you keep walking, because Mama and Daddy are down there and they’re gonna be looking for us by now, and we are gonna walk right up into that yard. You hear me?”

      “I hear you,” Rachel said. And then, smaller: “Mark? What are they gonna say? When they see us?”

      Mark thought about that — about his mother’s face, his father’s face, the whole unimaginable thing of walking down out of the timber on four legs and a rubber-tire shoe and saying Mama, it’s us, it’s still us. He didn’t know what they’d say. He had no idea in the world what they’d say.

      But he knew his people. He knew the man who had washed the truck and taught him the fire ring and looked him in the eye and said you’re a good brother. He knew the woman who packed a first-aid kit for a one-night camp-out a mile from the house, just in case, because that was how she loved.

      “They’re gonna say thank God,” Mark said. “They’re gonna say thank God you’re alive, and then Mama’s gonna cry, and then Daddy’s gonna figure out what to do next. That’s what they’re gonna say. Come on.”

      And the two of them stepped off the bald rock into the dark timber — the big black colt and the small red filly, white-footed, tire-shod, hand in hand — and started down the mountain toward home, toward the farm, toward a mother and a father who did not yet know, toward the whole long impossible changed world that was waiting for them at the bottom of the ridge.

      Behind them, the sun came up over the Alleghenies, ordinary and gold, on the first morning of all the mornings that would come after.

      And ahead of them — though Mark could not have known it, though he was only twelve and only trying to get his sister home — the cut tire and the empty glue bottle in his pocket were the first of a thing that would, in years he could not imagine, in a country reorganizing itself around children like them, save a great many lives. The first road boots. Made on a mountain. The night the Bright One came.
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      The deer path that had taken them twenty minutes to climb the evening before took them more than an hour to come down.

      Mark went first, the way he’d said he would, picking the line — around the big root-step where the path dropped, wide of the leaf-slick bald patch on the granite, careful past the place where the old logging cut fell away steep on the left into the laurel. He went slow. He went so slow it hurt, every nerve in him screaming to get down the mountain to home, but he held it down, because behind him came Rachel, and Rachel was eight, and Rachel was learning to walk all over again on four feet she’d had for ninety minutes.

      Step where I step, he kept saying, out loud and in his head both. Just step where I step, Cricket. I’ll find the safe ground. You just put your feet in my tracks.

      And the tire shoes held. That was the wonder of the whole long careful descent — the cut tractor-tire tread gripped cold rock and wet root and frosted leaf, and held, and Rachel did not cry out once, not one time, the whole way down. The thing he’d made on the mountaintop with snips and glue and luck was carrying his sister home. Every time he heard the soft rubber scuff of her feet behind him, sure and steady on ground that would have bruised her bloody bare, something in his chest stood up a little straighter.

      Halfway down, where the path leveled onto the old logging road, something began to happen in the new lower half of him that Mark had no word for. His legs — the four of them — had stopped fighting him. Somewhere on that descent they had quit being a problem he was solving and become simply his, the way his own two legs had always just been his. He didn’t decide where to put a hoof anymore. He just walked, and the walking knew itself.

      That’s strange, he thought. An hour ago I couldn’t stand. Now I’m walking down a mountain like I’ve done it a thousand times. Like the body already knows things I don’t. Like it remembers being this, even though it’s never been this.

      He didn’t have a name for it. Years later, other people would. They would call it the Knowing, and they would write about it, and argue about it, and a woman in Tennessee would name it for good. But on that morning it had no name. It was just the strange grace of a new body sorting itself out under a frightened boy who was too busy getting his sister home to wonder much about it.
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      They came out of the timber where the logging road met the top pasture, and there below them was the farm.

      The house with its porch light still burning into the daylight, the way you leave a light on for somebody who isn’t home yet. The big bank barn. The equipment sheds. The cattle standing dark and patient in the frosted fields, breathing steam, running clear down to the treeline where the Monongahela took over and the mountains went on forever. Home. The only home either of them had ever had, laid out below in the cold gold morning exactly as it had always been.

      And in the yard — a truck slewed sideways like it had been stopped in a hurry, both doors hanging open — their mother and father, standing close together, looking up the mountain. Looking for them.

      Mark understood, seeing them, that they already knew something. That the night had brought them word — a neighbor, the radio if it caught anything, a phone call gotten through — word that something had happened, that children had Changed, that the comet had not been just a comet. They were not standing in the yard at dawn because two kids were late from a campout. They were standing in the yard because they were afraid.

      “There they are,” Mark said quietly. “Cricket. There’s Mama and Daddy.”

      Rachel made a sound — a small broken sound, all the held-down fear and want of the whole morning in it — and would have bolted down the pasture if Mark hadn’t caught her arm.

      “Easy,” he said. “Easy, you’ll fall. We walk down. We walk down together. Almost there. Almost home.”
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      It was their mother who saw them first.

      Mark watched it happen from up the slope — watched his mother’s hand fly to her mouth, watched her go absolutely still for one heartbeat, two, taking in what was coming down the pasture toward her in the morning light. Two shapes that were her children from the waist up and something out of the back forty from the waist down. A big black one and a little red one. Her son and her daughter, and not.

      And then his mother did the thing that Mark would hold in his heart for the rest of his life, the thing that told him before a single word was spoken that it was going to be all right, that they were still hers, that nothing was lost that mattered.

      She ran toward them.

      Not away. Not frozen. She picked up her skirts and she ran up the frosted pasture toward her Changed children as fast as her legs would carry her, and she was crying out their names — not screaming, calling, the way you call a child in for supper, the way you call across a crowd — “Mark! Rachel! Oh — oh my babies —”

      And then she hit them, both at once, her arms going around Rachel’s human shoulders and reaching for Mark’s, pulling their human halves down against her, and she was sobbing into Rachel’s red hair and reaching up to hold Mark’s face in both her cold hands and turning it so she could look at him, look at all of him, and what was in her face was not horror. It was relief. Pure, total, knee-buckling relief.

      “You’re alive,” she kept saying. “You’re alive, you’re alive, thank God, thank God, you’re alive —”

      She said it, Mark thought, and felt his own held-down everything finally start to come up his throat. She said exactly what I told Cricket she’d say. Thank God you’re alive. I knew them. I knew my people.

      Their father came up a step behind her, slower, his weathered face doing something Mark had never seen it do — working, fighting itself, a mountain man’s face trying to hold and not quite holding. He put one big hand on the broad black withers of his son’s new body, just rested it there, feeling the realness of it, the warmth of it, the aliveness of it. And he looked up the long way to Mark’s face — because Mark was taller than him now, Mark towered over him now — and his voice came out rough as gravel.

      “You got her down off that mountain.”

      It wasn’t a question. He’d already seen the tire shoes. He’d already understood, the way Mark had understood, the whole story of the morning written in cut rubber on eight tender new feet.

      “Yes sir,” Mark said.

      His father’s hand tightened on his withers. “Told you,” he said, to nobody, to himself, to the cold morning. “Told you he’d take care of her.” And then he couldn’t say any more, and he didn’t try, and he just stood there with his hand on his Changed son and his other arm around his Changed daughter and his wife, and let the morning be what it was.
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      It was Rachel who broke it. Of course it was Rachel.

      She pulled her face out of her mother’s shoulder, sniffed enormously, wiped her nose on the back of her hand, and said — in a voice of such pure eight-year-old outrage and bewilderment that all four of them would laugh about it for years —

      “Mama, I’m starving.”

      There was a beat of silence. And then Mark realized, all at once, that he was too. That he had been, in fact, for some time — that under the terror and the focus and the long careful walk, his body had been quietly building a hunger unlike anything he had ever felt, a deep, hollow, urgent hunger, a hunger with weight to it, a hunger that felt less like wanting breakfast and more like a furnace that had been lit and was now demanding to be fed.

      I’m starving too, he thought, almost dizzy with the sudden size of it. Not regular hungry. This is — this is something else. This is the whole new body asking. There’s so much more of me now. All that new weight, all those new legs, all this — it has to run on something. It’s like the truck. You put a bigger engine in, it drinks more gas. I’ve got a bigger engine now. Lord, I could eat the whole kitchen.

      Their mother laughed — a wet, startled, wonderful laugh, the first laugh of the new world — and wiped her own eyes, and became, in the space of a breath, the thing she had always been best at being. A mother with hungry children. A problem she knew how to solve.

      “Well,” she said, briskly, gathering herself, taking charge of the one thing in all of this she absolutely understood. “Well, then. We feed you. Come down to the house. Come on, both of you, come down to the yard —” she eyed the porch steps, the doorway, the whole human-sized house, and Mark watched her recalculate the entire geometry of her home in about two seconds — “— you’ll not fit the kitchen, will you. All right. All right. Then you’ll stand in the yard and I’ll bring it out to you. Whatever you want. You hear me? Whatever you want, and as much as you want.”
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      What followed, Mark would remember, was the strangest and most ordinary hour of his life.

      His mother cooked like she was feeding a thrashing crew. She fried every egg in the house — two dozen, three — and a whole pound of bacon and then another, and the leftover ham from Sunday, and a loaf of bread’s worth of toast, and a pot of grits, and the cold biscuits, and she brought it all out to the yard on cookie sheets because there wasn’t a platter big enough, and she kept going back in for more. The two of them ate standing in the cold yard in the morning sun, and they ate, and ate, and ate.

      And here was the thing Mark noticed, the thing he filed away in the new careful place in his mind where he was keeping track of what was true about their new bodies: they could eat all of it. Anything. Everything. The eggs and the meat and the bread, the human food, the breakfast he’d eaten his whole life — his upper half wanted it and took it and was glad of it, same as ever. He had half-feared, some animal corner of him, that he’d have to eat grass now. Hay. Whatever the cattle ate. But no. He was hungry like a boy, and he ate like a boy — he just ate like four boys.

      So that’s a thing that’s true, he thought, working through a fourth fried-egg sandwich while his mother beamed and fretted and brought more. We eat what we always ate. We just eat a lot of it. A whole lot of it. That’s good to know. That’s good to know for — for whatever comes next.

      Rachel ate four eggs and most of a pound of bacon and half the grits and then, mid-bite, with a piece of toast still in her hand, fell dead asleep on her feet — her human half slumping, her four red legs locking up under her the way a horse’s do, holding her upright and asleep at once, the way Mark would learn all of them could do. Their mother caught the toast before it fell. Their father spread a horse blanket over her where she stood.

      And Mark stood in the yard in the full morning light, full at last, the furnace in him banked and quiet, his sister asleep on her feet beside him under a barn blanket, his mother and father standing close with their arms around each other watching their two Changed children the way you watch something you thought you’d lost and got back.

      Nobody knew what came next. Not Mark, not his folks, not anybody in the whole wide changed world that was, right then, all over the country, waking up to its first morning. There was no Lodge. There was no word for what they were that anybody trusted. There was no plan.

      But there was a full belly, and a warm blanket, and a porch light somebody could finally turn off, and a family standing in a yard in the sun, all of them alive, all of them home.

      We’ll figure out the rest, Mark thought, his eyes heavy now, the long night and the longer morning finally catching him. Whatever it is. However hard. We figured out the mountain. We figured out the feet. We figured out breakfast. We’ll figure out the rest the same way. One thing at a time. Together. That’s all there ever is. One thing at a time, together.

      Then he locked his own four legs the way his sister had, and let the warm sun and the full belly take him, and slept standing up in his own front yard — a boy, and something more than a boy, home on the first morning of the world that would never be the same.
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      By evening of that first endless day they had slept, and woken, and eaten again — the furnace in them banking and flaring, banking and flaring — and the light was going long and gold across the yard when the question they had all been not-saying finally had to be said.

      The back door of the house stood open, warm kitchen light spilling out across the cold yard. Dad stood on the porch, hands braced on the railing, staring at the two centaur children in the yard like he was trying to memorize them — like a man laying something down deep in his memory on purpose, against a day he might need it.

      Mark stopped ten feet from the steps. Rachel stopped beside him.

      And there it was. The doorway. The doorway they had run through a thousand times — muddy, laughing, hollering for supper, slamming the screen behind them every summer night of their lives — and it was too small now. Too narrow. Too low. Too human. Mark looked at the doorframe his great-grandfather had hung and understood, with a cold drop in his stomach, that he was never going to walk through it again. None of the doors in that house were for him anymore. The kitchen where his mother was standing. The stairs to his own room, his own bed, his model rockets and his school books and the deer antlers on the wall. All of it up a flight of human stairs through a human door, on the other
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