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TO OUR MOTHERS,

for life, for storytelling … for love





And if the earthly no longer knows your name,

whisper to the silent earth: I’m flowing.

To the flashing water say: I am.

—RAINER MARIA RILKE (TRANSLATED BY STEPHEN MITCHELL)






Prologue

A ROOM, FULL OF VIOLENCE TO COME. THEN WITH THE NASTY white light of LEDs. Then a man came in and sat between the metal lockers. He took a machine from his pack and ran protocols on it. Alone awhile, he stared at its screen. His comrades followed him in at last.

The man kept on with his preparations. All the other soldiers had their own rituals.

Two laughed together at dirty jokes. Two more in quiet focused synchrony checked their weapons. Another, shirtless, brisk, dropped and clap-push-upped at his comrades’ feet. The leader of the night’s enterprise came. He examined a map with such close attention it was as if he had found it in a tomb. The first soldier continued running diagnostics on his scanner.

Someone entered ready already, bulked up in an insignia-less khaki jacket zipped up to his chin as if it were cold. No one paid him attention. But as he cast his eyes around the room they caught those of the man with the scanner and the two nodded at each other.

The door sounded, a final time. This time everyone looked up at who stood at the threshold.

A tall lean figure in unmarked dark clothes, looking at them from below a long fringe of black hair. He stood still in silhouette.

Alone among his comrades, the man with the scanner stole a glance at one of those who had been preparing his weapon, while that man, in turn, regarded the new arrival, as did all the others.

The dark-haired man entered and that stillness broke and everyone went back to how it had been. The first man raised his scanner again, checking on its workings, took in the whole room in its scrying screen. He let it linger for another moment over he at whom he’d sneaked a look, switching his machine’s registers, converting the soldiers into a landscape of colored contours.

In the corner the newcomer stood head down and alone. Someone approached him.

The man with the scanner frowned. It was not the unique vortex of darkness on the screen that made him hesitate: he had seen the dark-haired man so manifest many times before. It was the anomaly of he who approached him—the shorter soldier with his jacket done up tight. That jacket was white and opaque on the screen, as clothes should not be. It glowed. It was shielded.

“Hey,” the deployer of the scanner said at what he saw on-screen. “Ulafson?” He watched as the soldier in the jacket tentatively approached the Unit’s asset.

He was too far away to hear. He scrolled to an audio-capture setting to read the scanner’s AI approximation of what it discerned from lip motions and the faint fringes of sound waves, but it could not get a clear reading.

The tall man turned to look at Ulafson approaching him and whispered as if beseeching. Ulafson held out his arms and came in fast, suddenly. His target regarded him without emotion. In came the would-be embracer, mouthing something, looking as if he was crying, and the man with the scanner said, “Hey!” again, loud enough now that everyone turned, and they all shouted too, and they saw the soldier in the done-up jacket pull a pistol from its pocket, and he was sobbing, you could see it now, and he aimed his weapon not at the figure toward whom he stumbled but out at the room, at everyone who now watched.

“Stay back!” he shouted.

The tall man with black hair reached out with his palm flat against the oncomer’s chest, blocked his path. He did not punch, did not knock him down, just stopped him. The sad-faced target did not speak or move in any other way, only held the shorter man at arm’s length as he strained to close the last distance.

The jacketed man shoved and grunted as the other held him off, and with his free hand unzipped his coat and reached into some inside pocket and there came a click and a glint of metal.

“Weapon!” someone shouted, as if he were not already holding a weapon, aiming it at them, at those alongside whom he’d killed and almost died. “Ulafson, no!” came another voice.

Gunshots. Very loud. Ulafson spasmed as the soldier with the rifle, at whom his comrade had glanced, braced, firing short bursts, face aghast, sending fire into the upper chest and thighs, avoiding whatever it was for which he reached, and Ulafson cried out under the onslaught and dropped his pistol but stayed standing, somehow, still shoving, fumbling, as bullets tore through and into his own target, who kept his face impassive as blood bloomed from him.

But he twitched, and his arm slipped. Those very bullets that were killing the jacketed man pushed him past his quarry’s blocking arm at last, right up close, into a clinch. With a last breath of triumph he pushed a hidden trigger.

The room filled again, with smoke and metal and noise and fire.

THE FIRST MAN WHO HAD ENTERED THE ROOM WAS NOT THE VERY LAST OUT, but he stayed through the tough bloody business of the cleanup.

He had been a good distance from the blast zone, half-shielded by those whose remains he watched being scooped, tagged, collected with what shreds of respect could be afforded spatters. He had recited their names in his head. He did not know how many yet alive would not wake up. How many, like him, would be back in the field after a diligent pause. How many had trudged past him to wash their friends from themselves.

A hand on his shoulder. That comrade who had fired first.

“Coming?”

“I’ll follow you,” he said.

At the far end of the chamber stood the team leader, his map forgotten, his face calm under blood. He lit a cigar, adding its smoke to the stink of gunpowder and herbs.

Sitting on the bench, at the epicenter of the scorched star of red and black, was the dark-haired man the immolator had tried to take with him.

Above his lips his face looked serene and almost clean, shielded as it had been by his chin, which was now a ruin, jags of jawbone dripping gore and skin. He sat with his elbows on his thighs. The watcher glimpsed spine through the burned cave where the man’s chest had been. Saw the motion of innards, like fish troubled by light.

He swiveled his scanner slightly, keeping his hand low, taking in the two. It was still on its audio-capture setting.

When the team leader spoke, words crossed the scanner’s screen.

—You OK, son?

The seated man did not look up. He sighed out blood and moved that ragged mouth.

—Tired / Diet / [?] the watcher read.

—Jesus what a mess, came the other’s words. —What was he fucking thinking?

His interlocutor shrugged. He reached under the overhang of his own torso meat and pulled something out of himself. Held it up.

—? Class / Glass / ?, the machine said he said.

—Yeah, the other said. —He was wrapped in bottles. Techs’ll figure out what was in them.

—Four Thieves Vinegar, the machine had the ruined lips respond. —And holy water. Rock salt / sold [?] and the nails are from horseshoes. And you can smell it. Sage. He set off burning sage.

—What do you mean? How do you know?

—I know what salt and vinegar feel like in a wound. Ulafson bagged / packed? the bomb full of charms. And, Keever, that’s not all.

The ruined, dark-haired figure passed over a tiny scrap of scorched and bloody paper.

—That was under my ribs.

—I can’t read it.

—It’s a name.

He gestured around the room and continued.

— Most / nosed? went up but there are scraps. Names. The names of the Unit’s dead. The ones who got too close.

The two men looked at each other awhile.

—I’m so tired, the seated man said. His scorched heart dripped. —Of this. He gestured at the room. At himself. At last he looked up and made an abrupt bubbling sound.

The older man said, “Are you laughing?” He said it loud enough that the watcher did not need to read the words.

—It’s the cigar, the other said, as the watcher looked back at the screen. —Déjà vu.




The Doctor’s Story

I DO NOT HAVE LONG. THESE WILL BE AMONG THE LAST WORDS I will write. This knowledge brings me sorrow. Not so much for my end: I am old enough. But for my pitiable state. When even a devoted dog, a creature able to love without the complications that color human affections, turns her face from me in distaste, disconsolation is natural. I know that what Lun reacts to is the smell of the medication for my jaw, but that is scant comfort. Her animadversion arouses in me shame, for all I might strive to disavow it, a sense that I am a transgressor, an abandoner, to provoke such reaction in her.

Sharper still than that immediate grief, of course, are my concerns for those of my family who have not—yet, I hope—been able to leave their homes. I cannot conceive of the darkness that engulfs Austria, and likely all Europe, being forced into retreat with alacrity.

The loci of my pain are not unlinked in my mind’s obscure byways. Lun’s inability to face me brought to me the visage of Dolfi, among my sisters, averting her own gaze.

Pain will be with me until I take my final leave.

I do not know whom I hope shall find this note. Perhaps I shall consign it to the fire. But after nearly twenty years, I will finally commit these memories to paper. I have always used writing to learn what it is that I think. And I find myself disinclined to leave these mysteries unexamined. I would like to know what I think about this.

With death so close to me, and all about, how could I, who have found such import in the return of that which was buried, do other than revisit this particular visitation from my past?

My ruminations on Thanatos derive above all from the testimonials of those returned from the Great War. So many of their dreams were direct relivings of horrors. If the unconscious is above all driven to avoid unpleasure, whence came such repeated goings-back to agonies? My encounters with those wretches astonished me. But data are rarely adequate to change one’s ideas. What is needed is a shock, a crisis all one’s own.

I had a patient.

We met only three times. These were long sessions. He was a tall and dark and well-built man of middle years. He wore an expensive suit and met my eye and shook my hand firmly. I thought him a soldier. I thought him one of those returnees, doing an excellent job of covering recurrent nightmares.

He said to me he wished to understand himself.

I remember the first day very acutely. I remember sitting in the gray light of the morning, to one side of him as he lay on the couch, a notebook before me, listening as he spoke in his gentle, urgent voice, telling me a story of his life.

His first words in the session—I have my notes still, though I will destroy them soon—underlined my suspicions about what assailed him.

“I kill and kill and kill again,” he said. “And the truth is, I would like to rest or, and, to do something other, other than kill that is, or at least to have the choice so to do, but no, the killing always comes back and overtakes me. And sometimes, not frequently but many times over the course of my life, I die. And it hurts. And it is a bloody business. And I feel every blow. Every cut through flesh. I feel the scorch and blast of every bomb.

“And then I come back.

“I return, and I kill and kill and kill again, and eventually I die again, and the whole merry-go-round continues. So please tell me, Herr Doktor,” he said to me, “what sort of man am I?”

Now, I believed him to be describing one of those charnel dreams of which I’d heard so many. I understood him to be asking me, as I was then asking, why it was to such carnage that the unconscious returned. But that man I will not name raised himself up and turned his head to look directly at me, in a breach of the protocol that I encourage, and I could not break his gaze. And he brought the first moment of that two-pronged Damascene shock that shattered all my paradigms.

“I come back,” he said again, and in the calm timbre with which he made that ghastly claim, I knew that my earlier theories were inadequate to deal with such existential and everyday horrors.

I still thought then that what he entrusted to me was an almost fabular truth. As indeed, among other things, it was.

But I saw that man see into me, see what I was thinking. He shook his head. And—kindly, as if mindful of my growing horror, and though I had not said a word—he said, “No, Herr Doktor. No. Or not only that. Everything means something else, it is true, but sometimes it also means precisely itself. Please listen to me. I am here to ask you, Why? What am I?”

He would not let me look away. And here came the second prong. I knew what he was going to say, and I knew the truth of it. I knew then that as well as symbolic, his declaration was literal. And I knew that I would not be the same man after that day. That I was haunted.

“I kill,” he said to me, slow and implacable. “I die,” he said. “I come back.”




SIGNS OF LIFE

THE BUILDINGS LOWER TO EITHER SIDE OF THE WIDE AVENUE out from the center of the city, as if the sky is pressing down on the stubby towers and dusty light-bleached displays of cheap cakes and party supplies, rooms of repurposed furniture, the offices of photocopier servicers and failing notaries. A man—let’s call him a man—walked this route. He considered that predatory sky. He did not shake his head—in this epoch he abjured most extraneous motions—but he blinked quickly, and if you had known him well you might have recognized in that a sign that his own fancies intrigued him.

He was a tall and solid man, and had those he passed observed him, most would have considered him white. He wore a gray bomber jacket and black jeans, and his dark hair gusted around his beard and downcast face. Far behind him: the mirror glass of banks and finance and rentier towers, façades of blocky white and off-white stone in vulgar mummery of some imagined Greece, faux obsidian, hotels named, sans serif, for characters from local fables unloved by dissidents.

By small parks the thoroughfare narrowed, overwatched by apartment buildings called graystones in the local tongue, for the brownstones of New York they faintly resembled. The sun was cool and very bright behind clouds, so the pedestrians that passed the traveler were announced or followed by long vague shadows. People sat on stoops by bodegas and bickered and played dice, ignored him. A priest smoked a sagging cigarette at the door to a corrugated-iron church. He nodded a wary greeting, to which the man responded in kind. Two boys sifting through metal trash at the gates of a reclamation yard paused at his approach. The man did not look at them and they whispered, their observations drowned out by the complaints of a car being crushed.

Boys, leave that man be. That man does not kill children anymore, when he can avoid doing so, but still, leave him alone.

The boys were shrewd, like the feral dogs that watched the man, and did not come close.

INTO THE CITY’S OUTERMOST KILOMETERS. WAREHOUSES AND HOUSING projects, vacant lots used as car parks and meeting points for petty commerce. Through gaps in walls the man could see the dry grassland of the country. He stood below a little figure in red LED swaying from the traffic light, absurd at an intersection between nothing and nothing. Hearing a siren, he waited at the curb. It was an ambulance, growing more distant, not the police.

When the green figure appeared the man crossed and went by an alley to a yard with sprawling two- and three-story buildings on all sides, graffitied and shored up by trash. Here was a wheelless and dust-coated Dacia underfringed by weeds and, at the other end of the space, by a closed garage door, the remains of a second, burned-out car.

He scanned the windows. He walked without hurrying to the ruin. It had rained hard the night before last but the stink of carbon and burned plastic was still strong. He took a key from a pocket, unlocked the padlock, and opened the metal door enough to enter, closed it behind himself, and bolted it from the inside.

A machine shop filled the ground floor. Band saws, hydraulic presses, a lathe surrounded by gleaming coiled flecks. A finger of gray light picked him out from high overhead, where dirty glass had been punched through by a bullet. The floor was a foul sastrugi of oil and dust, the clots a drabber black that he knew was blood. You would need specialized expertise to understand that these smears had been shaped deliberately, to obscure the story the spoor might tell. He had that knowledge, and he crossed to the tall cabinet of tools in the darkest part of the room. He pulled it away from the wall, uncovering a door. That, too, he unlocked. Behind it was a hidden ladder. He descended.

His feet touched down in blackness and he turned on his flashlight. The ceiling of a tunnel arched a handspan above his head, bare bulbs hanging at eye height, so you’d have to avert your eyes from their glare were every one not shot out.

He listened. Drips, faint syncopation. The whispers of settling earth.

The man walked, ducking the bulb glass. He turned with the hallway, left through a low threshold into a tiny chamber. He brought his flashlight up in an arc that made the cold mottles of the wall shine. His beam found and followed a path bullets had taken, holes stamped into the concrete underscored by dark sprays of blood across workbenches, the ruins of laptops, the bodies of three men fallen across each other in strange exactitude, their limbs fanned out like those of dancers posing.

He smelled causticity under the rot. With his booted right foot he turned over the topmost of the dead and did not stir to see the melted mess where once had been a face, teeth and nose bone and the ridges of the skull protruding from a crust where flesh had bubbled. He met the eyeless gaze.

“So,” he said. His voice was gentle. He spoke not to the carcass but to the room itself. “What do you say?”

The room withheld. He had known it would. He put his fingers on the wreckage of the body but what secrets it had were not for him.

Back to the tunnel. A second chamber, empty weapons racks. He whispered to them too. A square room, very tall, faint light down from a hole like a drain above, all the way up into the day, the sky beyond a grill. He let the edges of light come down on him as if he were Bastet in her Luxor temple.

Overturned chairs, empty sockets, monitors on the walls, in the center of each a single shot. No computers left behind. Another, larger chamber. Double bunks: sleeping for ten people. Tins on shelves. A fridge, a microwave where two walls met, in the opposite corner a toilet and a shower nozzle over a drain. A rail around the showerhead leaned down floorward toward where a plastic curtain lay. A last door in the farthest wall of the room, lying aslant, torn from its hinges, on a slope of fallen dirt. Darkness beyond it, clotted with rubble.

The room had been made like a temple with an offering at its center, a head-height ziggurat of dead. Six men, three women. The man knew that number already; you could not tell from this crude architecture, a cone of limbs and dark clothes and the remains of faces tangled in the passionless orgy of a graveless mass grave. The dead’s shadows crawled away from his light. Not even the posthumous recalcitrance, angular elbow or jutting knee, remained to this coagulation, softened in its outlines as it was by secondary flaccidity and gravity, its edges blurred by that corrosive disguiser of particularities. Amid set slime of flesh and belts and bergens, bone points and the stubs of broken weapons protruded like karst landscape.

The man sat at the table.

“What do you say?” he said. The room said nothing. “It would be nice to understand,” he said. “At least.”

He placed the flashlight so it illuminated the dead. He leaned on his elbows and clasped his hands. When he spoke again, if you had heard him you would not have known what it was he said, though you might have discerned the code shift, a slip from living to long-dead language, and you might have made out that every phrase he spoke was another question.

HOURS.

Sometimes he turned off his flashlight and sat in the company of the dark. Like the void before and under and after everything. Twice he circumnavigated the room, stepping through blood and spent casings and such. He stood at the entrance to that blocked-off tunnel and considered it awhile. He looked at each sleeping space but he did not lie down or feel under pillows for diaries or love letters. He knew that such searching had been done. He waited and whatever he hoped for did not come.

The man knew it was night when he heard footsteps from the tunnel.

He did not turn. He rested his flashlight on its base so the low ceiling glowed and he was underlit. The steps came right behind him, and stopped.

A voice came from the threshold.

“Hey, B.”

“Hello, Keever,” the man said.

The newcomer came to stand before him. A dense, muscular man, in nondescript clothes. He had close-cropped hair and a deeply lined dark face.

“Communing again?” Keever said.

“Your verb,” said the man, “not mine.”

“What’s yours?”

B shook his head. “I don’t have a verb,” he said. “I can give you a noun. Not an English one. Toska.”

“Sadness?” Keever said. “You’re sad? That’s what all this is about?”

“I didn’t know you knew Russian,” B said. “Anyway, I said toska: ‘sadness’ doesn’t really get it.”

Keever sat. His eyes went to the broken door and the crammed ruin and earth beyond. He looked then at the pile of dead.

“You want to talk about it, son?” Keever said. “It’s not news to me that you’ve been blue. Don’t tell me no you haven’t. Ever since Ulafson.”

B did not look up.

“Hey,” Keever said. He pointed at the ragged hem of a hoodie amid the knoll. An unlikely orange, a commemorative garment for some pop group’s tour. “I remember that. That fucker took a pop at me. That was the head honcho, wasn’t it?”

“‘Blue,’” B said. “Huh. I’m not exactly sad. I think … curious is closer to it. I’m just …” He shook his head. “I’m just trying to hear whatever’s there for me to hear.”

“Are you even sure there’s a message?” Keever said.

“No. How did you find me, Keever?”

“B. Come on. This is, what, the third time? You’re not as mysterious as you think.”

“I never said I was mysterious.”

Keever glanced again at that discolored hoodie. B watched him and knew he was bringing to mind the meat smack of bullets, a pull, a headbutt, B’s own.

“So here you are,” said B.

Keever looked at him. At B’s forehead, which had quite exploded the target’s skull.

B and Keever were very used to silence.

Keever sat awhile in the cold silver of the flashlight. B took in the configurations of death with the exactitude of a scholar.

“What does it say to you?” Keever said at last.

B stared into the blackness beyond that last doorway, there under the earth.

“That’s a good question,” he said. “That’s close, Keever. But that’s not quite it.” He gestured into the dark. “It’s not that I can read it. If what we leave behind is a text, when we do what we do, it’s not in any language I can read.”

“And you can read them all.”

“It’s not even that I feel anything in particular,” B said. “But I do feel like I ought to.”

“You can’t keep doing this, son,” Keever said. “You know the score. Once we’ve done a sweep, whether it’s cleared out or not, it’s out of bounds. In, out, no trace. No ID, no flag marks, wiped off the databases, no fingerprints, spray the enzyme around, no faces …” He gestured at the cadaver pile. “Us or them. Now, what if someone clocks a dude like you wandering around? We can’t risk you being seen.”

“Or you,” B said. “You’re here, aren’t you?”

“You didn’t leave me any choice. I’m only here to wag my finger at you.”

B stood and left the circle of light.

“Keever,” he said, “what’s the percentage in the Unit giving me orders?” He did not sound angry. “They know I’m not going to obey them unless I want to. In which case I’m not obeying, am I, and they’re not orders. They know—you know—I don’t care about what they care about. This is an arrangement of convenience and that’s OK. But I don’t understand why, given all that, they do this charade. Issuing ‘orders.’ Why they make you go through these motions. Telling me off.”

Keever shrugged. “Hell if I know,” he said.

“They’d rather have rules I don’t care about,” B said, “and that I break, than not have them at all. Insubordination’s a lesser evil than independence, I guess.”

“Like I say,” Keever said. “I don’t know. They say to me, ‘Go tell B not to do that again,’ and, unlike you, I do what I’m told. So here I am. Orders obeyed.”

“And now what?” B said.

Keever pursed his lips.

“I don’t know,” he said. “I thought maybe you could use some company.”

B pursed his lips too.

“I don’t know if I can,” he said. “Use it.”

“Well,” Keever said. “Like I say, here I am, wagging my finger.” He did so. “I’ll go report that Subject Unute declined to follow protocols again.”

“You do that.”

“Be cool,” Keever said. He rose and slapped B gently on the shoulder. B paid him no great attention. Only listened as Keever receded. Alone, B placed his hand over the flashlight’s bulb, and the room grew dark and his hand glowed.

He turned when he heard footsteps again, scant minutes thereafter, moving much more quickly than before. He was facing the entrance when Keever came back in.

“Message,” Keever said. “Came through when I got aboveground.”

“What is it?” B said.

Keever gestured at that last blocked-off doorway. The dark and the rubble.

“Base is getting …” He frowned. “They say they’re getting a read. From one of Thakka’s TTE scanners.”

“What?”

“It’s got to be a glitch,” Keever said. “It’s been cold since … you know. But they know I’m here and they know you’re here …”

“And what are the odds of that?” B said.

“… and they want us to check it.”

“What exactly do they say they’re getting?”

“Look, you know it’s a basic signal, and it’s pretty scrambled even when it’s working …”

“What are they getting?”

Keever blinked. “Signs of life.”

For a moment, B held his stare. Then he was at the doorway before Keever even saw him move. Crouched on the fallen door and thrusting his hands across the threshold and he was pulling and pushing at the ruined supports beyond and yanking the stone-flecked collapsed earth of the blocked-off tunnel and shoving his arms into it, in an unsettling parody of surgery.

“B, slow down.” Keever said. “Look, you weren’t … You were in your zone when it happened, but I’m telling you I saw it, it wasn’t just the collapse. I saw …” He hesitated. “I saw Thakka check out. Him and Grayson both. They were gone. And the signal went out. That was when …”

Then, that was when. That had been when Keever, seeing those losses, had sent the grenade underarm right through B’s braced legs, as B, dripping, broken rifle in one hand, broken rifleman in the other, breathing fast like a bull, had stood, he learned, with the darkness of the tunnel and Grayson’s and Thakka’s bodies beyond him. Keever’s grenade had come down, bouncing toward the cell leader at the farthest end of that narrow exit tunnel. Last chance to get him. Making the tunnel a tomb.

“They were dead,” Keever said. “Otherwise I would never. Whatever this read is that base is getting now, they were both dead. That’s why I brought everything down.”

Still, B dug. They both knew that those who gave Keever orders would have told him to collapse the tunnel on living comrades if it was necessary. From the tangle and the morass, he dragged a wooden erstwhile support and braced himself under weight that no other person could have lifted and the dust of it gusted around him. He let it fall.

“B, it’s not stable …”

“Then get out.”

Keever hesitated. Then he too reached for the metal and wood interlocked like spillikins beyond the threshold. He pulled and threw behind him what he dislodged.

“Easy,” Keever said. But B shoved farther into the snarl of matter packing the tunnel and yanked and threw behind him back into the chamber handfuls of dirt and bricks and half bricks blackened with blood from his own hands, which he ignored. He burrowed without words and Keever dug too and minutes passed and the men did not slow though Keever’s breath came ever louder. B tunneled and Keever did what he could to prop up the way B made. Keever paused at a crepitus of stone as pebbles and rebar came pattering down about him.

“Goddamnit, B. Some of us can die, you know.”

Keever hunched and went crawling blindly into the dust and gasped because when he tumbled forward, landing on all fours, he was beyond the blockade, crouched in the shadows and the spectral light of a glow stick in the tunnel beyond. Where stood B. Who gestured.

At the farthest limits of the phosphor glow, Keever saw a huddled dead man. The target, broken apart. The leader of this group of declared enemies, where they had killed him.

Keever’s gaze came back along this last tunnel, over the roughened rubble crater and the scorch of his grenade, to another dead man, lying on his stomach. Grayson, where a bullet had hit his neck. Keever remembered that abrupt vision in muzzle flash. Grayson’s arms and legs in a forever dive into death. Shadows and mold upon his skin, now.

There, a third figure.

Thakka. Slumped against a tunnel wall, his legs crumpled and his back against the concrete, his face twisted to face them, a hole cracking open one side of his head, his mouth bloodied and wide open, his eyes bloodied and wide open and looking at B and Keever.

His eyes moved. His lips moving.

Thakka blinked. Two days before, Keever had seen Thakka die. So, then he’d entombed the man’s body with a grenade blast. Now Thakka’s mouth formed words.

KEEVER HEARD HIS OWN CURSE.

He was by Thakka’s side, he crouched by him, staring into those too-wide eyes.

“Thakka,” he said. “Thakka, Thakka, man, Thakka. You hear me?”

B stood behind him, watching, poised as if to inflict violence. Keever held Thakka’s head, trying not to touch the cavern in the man’s flesh. He muttered to Thakka, meeting his eyes, had his hand on Thakka’s neck, feeling a strong and lurching pulse. Thakka’s skin was cold but you could feel the warmth of life within him, too, tremulous, tentative.

“My God, Thakka.”

Thakka’s lips kept moving but Keever heard nothing. It was only Thakka’s lips and eyes that moved. His rifle lay across his lap.

“Look at me,” Keever said.

Thakka looked. His eyes flitted so fast that Keever did not know if the man understood. His own stare went from Thakka’s pupils to that off-center hole that changed the contours of his head, mesmerized Keever with the deeps of blood- and skull-rimmed hole.

“Hey!” Keever called. “B!”

B knelt, not looking at Keever or Thakka, putting his fingers into the dirt, bringing his face right down, centimeters over the floor, pulling another glow stick from his belt and breaking it and placing it close to his own eyes.

“What …?” Keever said, but Thakka was gasping and you could hear now that it was not random exhalations, that these were words. He put his ear close to the dry lips.

“… came and said so,” Thakka whispered. “Rooting right around. Right around. I had a dog so I knew.”

“OK, Thakka,” Keever said. “OK, son. Just sit tight.” He felt in the stiff remnants of the man’s uniform for the body scanner that had sent its plaintive, impossible little signal through the earth. “B,” he called again.

But B had gone to the farthest part of the darkness, beyond the main enemy’s remains, right to where the tunnel ended. He held on to stubs of metal in the wall, the same color as the darkness out of which they rose.

“Please, B,” Keever said.

“What day is it?” Thakka said. Louder now. A calm midwestern voice. “Keever,” he said. “It’s cold, no? They don’t care about you. No disrespect. They don’t care about me, either.”

B returned. Squatted down a ways away. “Thakka,” he said. “What happened?”

“Oh,” Thakka said. He grimaced and twitched at the sight of B and twisted his face away from him and it was a horrid thing to see, that expression on his face.

“What happened, Thakka?” B said.

Thakka licked his lips and shook his head. He kept his eyes on B and whined and whispered too low for B to hear. Keever lowered his ear to Thakka’s mouth again.

“I have a dog,” Thakka whispered. “My dog came by.” A soundless chuckle. “Good boy. There are always questions,” he whispered. “But no name no rank no number, right? Need to know.”

Thakka’s eyes were still on B and they grew wider than they should have been able to. The noise he made could have been from a crushed or punctured lung, or it could have been fear.




water
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YOU HAVE BEEN WALKING FOR A LONG TIME. YOU HAVE BEEN WALKING for no time at all. Something and its opposite can both be true.

When you told Kaisheen that you had a journey to make she was sorrowful and angry and she asked you not to go. Her child was only just born and his eyes and mouth and the set of his expressions were still imprecise as clay and Kaisheen said she did not know which of her husbands was the sperm giver, but the baby breathed and you knew it could not be you. She said it might be (you did not explain why she was wrong) and that would bring responsibilities, and she said it would be wrong to deprive him of a parent. She said she did not want to be without you.

More than once you have tried cruelty and will surely do so again, but for more than four hundred seasons you’ve been experimenting with dispassion, and you calmly walked away from her pain.

If that boy still lives he is an old man, and perhaps his stories are of a boy one of whose fathers left him. If he lives, almost the whole of his life but for those first few days you have been on this journey.

Once you spent three lifetimes sitting without moving on a stone chair halfway up a mountain, to see what would happen. Nothing happened.

This time you came south without urgency through vivid varied landscapes, avoiding small settlements, tracking through dense wetlands as humid as if the world itself were sweating, past frozen rivers, readying themselves to flow one day, to disappear, leaving stone behind.

Years ago you reached the shoreline and you knew that the place called Suhal was across the shallow sea. You sought and found the people of the estuary. They have strong jawlines, and they consider for a long time before they speak. They considered for a long time before they agreed to take you on their canoes, into the archipelago.

They declined your offers to row, according to norms of hospitality, so instead you were like a carved watcher at the front of a long vessel. Once, the second youngest of the crew fell overboard in a storm and you followed him in and brought him back up through the dark. Once, when the waves stilled against nature, the back of a great green beast surfaced an oar’s length away and up reared a head both serpentine and crustaceous, mandibles tapping in hunger, and while the crew screamed and begged their dead for help and called the animal the name of whatever evil ocean deity they considered it, you stood on the yawing deck screaming too, but with relief, because it had been days since you had unclenched, released the cold fire that always grew within you, as you knew you must, and you let it out, and you saw through a haze of blue-white-blue that spread across your eyes, and you jumped from the canoe with your obsidian out and gouged the startled leviathan and you (must have) fought it and its teeth (must have) pierced you to give you that diminishing wound in your flank and the two of you (must have) turned the churning waves red and you (must have) killed it and cut out its tongue and let its body sink to be eaten by the tiniest creatures and you came back to the boat your ragefugue ebbing as you crawled slippery aboard again and the crew called you godkiller and thanked you and shunned you too and what you felt for them was compassion and you pretended that the drug they added to your meat at the next island was efficacious and you pretended not to wake, listened to them rouse themselves and gather their tools and charms and creep soundlessly, as they imagined, back to their boat, and you did not move while you heard their oars over the light waves.

Now you sit up, alone, in the bright and ruthless sun, when they are long out of sight. They have left you food and gourds of water.

Companionless, boatless, you walk again.

You slip down scree and you pack your clothes with as many stones as they will take.

You walk laden. Out of the low remnants of the trees, out from under the curiosity of bright birds, into the shallows, your feet cut by clamshells and wrapped as if in response by the gentle warmth of weeds. Into the surf. To the depth of your waist, your chest, your shoulders. Your neck. Your beard, your clamped-shut lips.

You take a long deep breath before the next step down onto this coral road between islands. The warm brine closes over your head and you stare through it into the sun and the sun stares at you and you tell yourself the stories of your life as down you go.

No you are not the oldest thing that has ever lived, of that you are confident. On some far-off continent there must be proliferating aspen trees all sharing one complex of roots, born perhaps the day before you were. There must be miles-long seagrass meadows all arisen from one ur-clot, ancient many lifetimes before you opened your eyes. But if there are in the world more older living things than you that you could count on both hands, you would be astounded. And it is close to a thousand years since you were last surprised.

Your mother said to you, You are a gift. You were a gift. She said, You have a gift.

She told you these things when you were young, though grown too quickly into a man’s body and face. When she told you, you loved her, as you love her still, if you can love the dead, but then you loved her with a wordless and unquestioning fervor and without the subtleties of age or the suspicions that the world instills and she was, you know now, able to mask her own concerns and unhappinesses with some facility and you perfectly recall her saying I love you back. You can hear again the cadence of her pride. It was only several lifetimes after she died that, bringing to mind her face, you understood the emotion you recollected in her. That she was proud, but she was sorrowful for you, too. She admired you and she worried over how you were being admired, for what it would do to you. If she believed you gifted by gods, a gift to her and to her people, had she no less also thought you cursed? Her love for you: what did it do?

You have been descending long enough on this incline hauling your slate ballast that the churning plane where sea meets sky is as far above you as an oak tree’s canopy is above a woman on a forest path. You watch the dappling of the sunlight with the sting and haze of submarine vision.

First, she said, there was Nothing. All at rest. Then came Something, to shake the Nothing out of its peace. Out of Something came Things in proliferation, noise and edges and motion, darkness and light and gloaming, rocks and stars and water and fire and cold. Out of them came muck and slime. Out of that came darting specks. Out of them after a while came trees and birds and us.

Here, now, they come, the press and pain in your chest, the surge of your blood, the drumbeats of your heart.

You spent seven years once with a steppes culture long since fallen. You submerged yourself in their sacred pools. For longer and longer every day. Such techniques stay with you, as do all your memories. You can hold your breath for minutes yet. It will not be pleasant, but you can.

You clench the muscles of your belly and put out a hand to lean against the up-dangling slippery trunk of a great kelp and the matter of your path eddies and billows, here it is, and is this an eel to ask what you are? Are these moving bruises in your eyes observant fish come to question? You nod at the visions politely, descend into darker, more pressing water.

We were nomads, your mother said to you. We found a valley. We settled there. We were not warriors. Four times every year horsemen came, an aggregate band, our neighbors, a temporary coalition of predation, with their weapons out, to take our food, our families, for slaves and spouses and games.

Passing under a coral arch, in your mind, kindly enough, you whisper, Mother, do you know how many stories start like that?

A stonefish watches you tell her memory that in the epochs that followed her death, people forgot how to ride horses, and the horses went wild again, and then people learned again, and then forgot again.

We were plucked like fruit and we bled, your mother said to you, and who needs a weapon more than those who are not born to war? She said, We needed a tool. So I asked the gods.

What happened? you asked her. Her little man, sat by her (too big for her lap already), eyes open wide. How did you ask them?

I made a drink, she said, to make me dream. Some plants are pathways, you know that, little Unute, like some flesh is a pathway.

Unute is your name, she said. Unute was what the drink said through me that night.

What did you do? you asked.

Aren’t I telling you? she said. Only listen, Unute. The brew opened the doors of the storm and I went to a blue place, to where the storm lives, or the storm came through or we met on the threshold, and I fucked the lightning, and the next day my tummy was big, and we called you the Impatient Boy. Two moons later out you came.

So my father is not my father? you said.

Hush, silly, she said. Your father is your father, he’s your dayfather, and the blue lightning is your nightfather. Don’t interrupt a story, Unute, or the flowers won’t grow. Fire didn’t frighten you and you didn’t shout with pain when you played with burning sticks. Three moons after the fire you killed a wolf that came for scraps, you killed it with your teeth and your little hands. A season after that you played with young men fighting with the axeclubs we had copied from the raiders and I still don’t know if yours was a game or a true conflict, only that the war in you saw the war in them as it had seen the snarl in the wolf, and out your own war came.

You said you hadn’t meant to and your father gave the dead boy’s parents rights of chanting for the bloodsorry and they hated you thereafter for their son, but they said you were the weapon, and we called their dead boy the whetstone that had sharpened you.

The water through which you walk is not lightless. You know you’d have to go much farther for that, you know that the spears of the sun extend deep into the sea, but it is cold and it is dim where you are and the animals that watch you have the furtiveness of shadow dwellers. And still the way goes down and enough minutes have passed that your head hurts and the water presses in.

Unute, keep going.

And the best spearman in the band taught you, your mother said to you. And your wounds healed months’ worth of healing in days, little weapon. And when your eyes began to shine the color of your father’s eyes, glow as blue as your nightfather lightning, we put you in the pit with great animals we had trapped. They thought we gave you to them, did not know that we were giving them to you. You danced your war and took apart the bears and Smilodons and the monsters of the foothills, and if in those dream spasms, in the warpings that overcame you so you’d cry out and become a beast, if occasionally you broke apart your teachers or pulled the limbs from your playmates so they bled out in shock or if you caved in the chests of our people, well, everyone knew not to get too close to Unute the weapon in his transports. Everyone knew to run and hide when your eyes shone with the shocklight. You were not a bad boy but a dangerous thing and you were always sorry and they were careless.

She said, And then the raiders came back.

You trudge along a gorge of vaulting coral overhangs and each moment your chest burns of not-breathing. Your mother always sang this part of the story and you sing it now into the water, opening your mouth for the watching morays. She sang, you sing:


Listen!

These horsemen

ochre warnings on their faces

laughed at warlessness offered

rode to where the mountains watched

to where the nightfather lightning spilled seed

to the weaponboy.

Unute of the eyes!

clubaxe-edge, child, spearpoint, in conclave.

In he went dancing

through the horses

through their riders.

This is his fugue.

War-rage! Hamask!

Spasm of the warp!

Frenzy! Fury!

Unute took a bloodroad

Unute walked the bones

He was filled with arrows and he did not cease

He was the cleaving edge

He was the play of terror

He was the ender of things.



We loved you, your mother said. After you were done with them we swaddled you. You were still a baby. We wrapped you and we cleaned the dead from you and said to you thank you and told you that we loved you.

Every step is pain. When you strode into the surf you hoped the decline would be met and matched by an incline beyond, that you would ascend again after a time of walking, your head and heart and lungs in torments, that was your wager, that there was a crag in the reef that came close enough to the surface that your head would come up and out into the air before your lungs failed, that by a sequence of such up-down travels you would make your way, and if the war energies came up in you on this walk, the inverted hunger, the necessity of destruction in the chill shine of your eyes, that you would slake them on sharks and coral towers, and carry on again beyond the eddying blood in your trembling recovery up and down toward the southern continents. That that would be the way of it.

You long ago identified in yourself, no matter what evidence you amass that the thought is folly, a sense of toldness. That certain things must be, to make the shape of life a story. You have seen such a hankering in most of the people you’ve known. It is because you share that dangerous inclination that you hesitate to say you are not human.

It is wrong many more times than it is right.

This way goes only deeper, into the darkest part of the sea. And you are slowing, and your fingers are too numb to remove the stones from your clothes.

The story in you accelerates. Not in your mother’s voice, now. One you tell yourself, from memories and investigations, from hints and conclusions.

Here you are, in a widening place, where—Look!—the blue darkens and there is nothing beyond a coral wall, you are at a cliff edge and there is nothing but the blackest water beyond. You stumble. And hazy as your mind grows the story you tell yourself goes faster and faster because you are not at the end of it yet and because you do not have long left. Quickly then.

There were always more tribes to fear, to be stopped, which had to be stopped before they started, they said, your band and your dayfather said, and your mother too until she stopped saying it. They bade you raise your war-rage against fisherfolk and mountain dwellers and edifices in the snow, whose spires have long been pounded into dust, but which were when you crested the path between peaks the greatest city that ever was.

You went in

cut the king apart cut the guards apart walked the boneroad left the bloody hall descended the great stairs cut through every person in the city sat atop a pyramid of the dead. You saw

lightning come down in the distance, red this time, and your father saw and cursed your mother and you saw him in the valley and he took something from her and threw something into the pit where once you’d torn bears apart and he shouted at your mother when she said she was fearful for you and wanted your pain to end, you didn’t know what she meant because you did not know that what you felt was not just what it was to be alive. You would ask her more you decided and you followed your dayfather but in a gorge ten thousand arrows met you and you hamasked, shifted into the blue-glowing-glaring-eyed version of yourself and performed your urgent bloody changes on the attackers and on those among your own band who did not heed the strictures about keeping distance and you heard your father shout and you knew it was a trap and a distraction and you came back to yourself enough to follow him, to outrun the last of the horses back to your own settlement and you

found your father crouched over your mother, she was dead, at invaders’ hands, and you felt like a desert and you told him this was his desert and you walked away and they came and killed him too and you walked on to where at a meeting place of stone an army of all the tribes through which you’d walked your road waited.

You did not lift your hands against them, when they came for you and raised their weapons.

At the edge of the undersea, here you are, crawling like a thirsty person in a desert, toward dark into which you stare as if it is an eye, and this is the last of it, you cannot stand, the stones keep you down, and the darkness rises before you from the canyons at the bottom of the world, and comes in from your edges, and descends more powerfully now than the light of the sun, pouring down from the dark of space into the sea to enshroud you, and the only word for this is agony, and you lie down you don’t know if supine or prone but sightless and this is the last of it.

You remember your enemies’ blades coming down, thousands of years ago. You cannot stop yourself inhaling the terrible water of the sea.

The pain in your lungs does not cease. Drowning was always the worst way to die.

You die.




and then comes pushing

a push and bursting free

of a shell, amid thick and clouded sediment of meat and blood, and here you are, thinking again, naked and raw, salt stinging your new flesh and washing you clean, and here you are denied that first painful and lovely breath with which you have greeted your hatchings in the air, and you make out the cavern of the ovum out of which you have come, that has grown from the weird fertility of your drowned body, clogged there, wedged on the undersea clifftop, just as you came out of your first egg in that sunbaked stone place where you were first pulled and cut apart, and out of every one of the eggs since, when you have chosen or been forced to the limits of even your recalcitrant body, born anew naked as on your first birth, so you have no stones nor any pockets for them now, and even without air within you you are buoyant and you let yourself rise to know which way is up. That is the direction in which you kick.

And you breach the surface, and at last you take that first breath.




NEW DARK

B, WHOM KEEVER CALLED “SON,” STOLE A CAR AND DROVE fast and for a long time through ugly foothills to the coast. He bought supplies. He threw his burner phone into the water.

Took smaller roads, through bowed-down sprawls of malls and concrete dormitory-style housing, not small towns but small-feeling, out of the way, redolent with the parochialism of a depressed zone. He abandoned his vehicle in scrub and entered an area of strong chemical smells and puddles glinting with the pretty toxins of runoff.

He found a place as good as any. The top floor of a deserted office block. He stood at the window and counted passersby and vehicles at the intersection below, and he counted the lights that went on when the day ended, in workshops and grocery stores. If he shot it would be heard, but his first night there he heard three shots himself, less than a kilometer away, and no screams or sirens followed.

He found a usable chair and wiped clean what had been a boss’s desk. He pulled it over to face the glass-door entrance of the last room of the corridor. On it, B placed a SIG Sauer P320 chambered with a ten-round .45 ACP magazine, a Daewoo K5 full of 9mms, a KA-BAR Becker BK22 and a G.I. Tanto, both unsheathed, an extended S&W baton. He arranged them in a neat line. He considered how people now enjoyed such names of weapons, as if gun gun knife knife stick was not enough, was not as true.

You will only perceive your tools when they are broken, he remembered.

He stopped moving so fast, at last. He breathed out and sat back. He looked down. He shook his head, hard, as he would not have were he not alone, as if he was refusing to respond to a question, from an observer, from within himself. As if he would not answer, or ask, What am I doing?

For two days he sat behind his arms amid the dust. He waited and watched the corridor and was watched in turn by the sun-bleached eyes of a pinup declaring a summer month of a year long gone.

On the third day he leaned forward, the first time he had moved since his arrival.

It was a little before sundown, and through the hallway before him slanted a block of thick light. The motes within were shuddering. Below the stochastic whispers of the building’s slow collapse he discerned a more regular rhythm.

He tap-tapped the tip of the index finger of his right hand with his thumb, feeling the contours of a callus.

What were the rules? he wondered, as he did every few years. What was the threshold of size or seriousness of injury that would prompt the energies of his odd body to reknit, to eradicate signs of wear and trauma? Why did some small scars remain, others smooth out? He could not have said why this tiny nub of skin he felt should stay impacted, though he did not quibble with the decision (as it were) of the celestial tribunal or alien overlords or planar overseer or evolutionary quirk or storms of mindless chance or his own remorseless, what, divinity? He could not remember the source of the nub on his fingertip, so either it had originated in his between-lives yolk state or it had arisen during a fight fugue. Or he had simply not noticed. No matter.

He listened.

Perhaps once every two or three centuries, the man would make a gesture as if for an imagined audience, a moment of flamboyance to contrast with the usual thrift of his habitus. He never knew he would do so before he did, as now, as he watched himself reach out, beckon.

“Come,” he heard himself say.

What was coming came.

It came slowly. It made him wait, whether out of the thoroughness of the hunt or in its own counterperformance, its own sense of drama.

For two, three hours, B sensed, then felt, then heard the unique irregularity of sentient life, a searcher searching. The sun was all gone and gloom filled the passageway from the farthest end, where the doors to dead elevators stood closed and reflective. Now, here, came a slowing approach, the huff-huff of horny hard feet on the scuffed corporate carpet, a stepping closer, an incoming, a meeting about to be, a re-meeting.

B could not see into the dark where the stairwell met the hallway. But he could make out shifts of that blackness, the arrival into its absence of a new dark, which watched him, paused for one luxurious moment before it kept on coming.

“Oh,” he said. His voice was all sorrowful in the corridor.

“I shouldn’t have expected that to work,” he said. “But I am disappointed. I am sorry you’re here.

“Hello,” he said. “Again.”

SHE KNEW THAT WHEN HE STOOD BEFORE HER KEEVER WAS “AT EASE,” BUT to Diana, the stand-up-straight legs-apart arms-behind-back attention read tense, and it made her tense, too, to be the focus of such puckered-up respect. It made her colleagues seem prim.

Diana Ahuja had dutifully read Sontag; she had a Tom of Finland coffee-table book; she’d shaken her stuff to the Village People now and then: it was hardly a revelation to her that the machismo of the military was camp. Every two months, when she stood in the range for the obligatory certification check, the clench-assed enthusiastic shooting stances of the soldiers around her put her in mind of a dance troupe. What had been more of a surprise to her, at the start of this stage of her career, was what fusspots they were. Not that Diana was a slob. She’d fight for a woman’s right to be unkempt, of course, whoever that woman was, but mindful of the gazes upon her, not being white, as well as, honestly, enjoying the play of femming up a bit, slovenliness was not her own style. Still, she liked to think herself more soignée than spruce. Just one of the—Let me count the ways, she thought—reasons that her military affiliation still felt so counterintuitive.

But you had to go where the resources were. If you were a cephalopod scientist, it would be DARPA that would offer you the lab you’d never thought you could have. Want to understand the chromatophores that grant your beloved cuttlefish the miracle of their camouflage? Go right ahead. Just make your peace with the fact that your research will end up in self-mottling DPM, or ignore it.

In the same way, if you want to study Unute, when you come to understand that he of whom you’d learned through careful reading in obscurities, whom you’d believed a myth, was real, that he still walked, who else would pay your way but those who hanker for immortal warriors? It was always going to be secretive military minds that would enable her to do what she pined to do: to reach for, to parse, to understand him. And not only him but, even more, the source of him. That mystery. That which had made him, which could do, grant, who knew what else?

So now she had her designated rank, and tough folks like Keever saluted her.

“I know you gave your report,” Diana said to Keever. “You know I’ve read it more than once. And I’m genuinely
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