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      No more can I recognize this evolved form of mine—the holed hands pass in the flying lights, and spindly digits curl and string for some latent material, for there is a world between the air and gold in ways which I can never observe. Offloaded here in Drayton, the few cut-frame structures hover about dead wells and sluggard provisioners, and the vultures from Cherun no longer circle my trail, and I now rest after anguished years. Clamber from the roof deck and pass the inlaid tiling and coal-fired boiler and back to the porch so I may find a semblance of Cain in the townsfolk, which number in the handfuls; Wheatie be the only mother to overlook a settlement of bastards and runaways. Adoptive guardian am I to fasten into telescoping eyes and fanned ears with the skittering of coyotes and the howls of lobos long lost to their natural land. Few traders come through, and the few that do are often peaceful and offer whatever war refuse or secondhand throwaways.

      Dunbar manages the passersby with the eldest of the lanky children, and the wiry fellow speaks as the remaining youth linger and cower along building posts or fence openings, where the only stock left is a single sheep they seem to keep only for mats and coats; often there is lulling at night, and melodies catch my breath, and in the pen I gaze on one of those girls singing to that sheep, and the beast leans into the fence so that it may focus no more on standing and only on the voice before him. Damn mystical, the starlight shines across all that is brown and red, and those small ones rest as this virtuoso makes with her voice what some can only do in their fumbling creativities, and Wheatie comes to the front of the barracks to gauge what the disturbance is, and still that girl harmonizes with the bleats and bellows of that sheep and her own deep hums. A crick catches in my throat, and this is to know that the visage before me is the most beautiful thing I will ever find, and tears give way with the plicking of my throbbing eardrums, and rings of tinnitus come through; the pinnae of my ears funnel in the wondrous honey-music, and no more do I recognize the jilting of my liver from its stem or the shriveling of my kidneys, but the joy and power of purity singing in the dirt for everyone to hear. Black night and sun-baked wood flow fresh with cool wind. Back to my reality of lousy furniture and irregular furnishings, I toss bottles that refuse to stay a dead habit, and strums of fiery whiskey nick and cut the insides with hellish burns. Physiognomies of my many affairs come, and images of lips untouched and people unmeant for my shriveled evils, and I muscle up my alcohol in a swipe of my elbows and hulk them into the padded planks, with shards of glass splashing up toward my face—a nick reaches my lip and into my cheekbone. A ruffle sounds at the door with blowing fabric, and for my belt I reach, and a pistol is pulled on air—no one is there. A sequence of booms sounds upstairs, and I rush in oafish movement, and my hand trains on specters which do not exist—I am a creature which does not belong on this plane anymore. My senses betray me, and all worries left in my old age are for my deteriorating health and dissatisfied figments which can stand me no more. In this room, my bed cotton stays, and the nightstand with an oil lamp flickers; there is a chair to sit in the corner, and with this memory I swivel my skull, and a centenarian figure relaxes with a jelly core and rounded shoulders.

      “You’ve always been a lousy drunk.”

      “Burn in hell, old man.”

      Cain anchors the back of his head and glazes his eyes over with a stare I had forgotten.

      “Remember Nadia? She had one of them purest laughs no matter how you beat on her, and still you shot her dead.”

      “What are you talkin’ about?”

      “She made it through all your abuse, and still you find your wretched self killin’ all that could possibly mean you livin’ a better life. You oughta just stick that damn .44 up in your teeth and blow your face apart.”

      My form is uneasy, and the pistol sways from side to side with flashes of Horse’s snout zipping along my vision in the slices of popping gray-dark.

      “There was never no Nadia.”

      To the footrest of my bedframe I go and toss my crunching hips into the too-tight angle for a person past the size of a few feet to manage.

      “Burn away: you left me there in goddamn Wyoming. You put me up for shots when you could’ve backed me—you—you’re a goddamn piece of shit.”

      The shadow leaps from the chair, and a crack of my pistol leaves no mark on its otherworldly form, and the fixture about his head ruptures into many splinters. A swipe from the elbow brings me into the center of the bed, and my eyes picture the undone ceiling ahead. The pistol clatters to my feet, and a nudge from Cain knocks it under the shadow of the bed.

      “You’re sick, dammit. How many of these days gonna pass you by till you realize your body’s failing you?”

      “Hell else am I s’posed to do?”

      I wring some spit from my tobaccoed palate, and his face goes unstained and steadfast in a fixation that will not leave.

      “You left me back there; you coulda damn well saved me⁠—”

      “Want me to catch bullets just so you can make my ear bleed?”

      “You think your way of life’s the right one?”

      My hip hinges with the knee into some side kick, and I only power myself off the bed and onto the cracking floor. A shin jumps from Cain and pumps me, with my drooling lips, into the fissured earth below.

      “Your Nadia left you ‘cause you were a rotten bastard all the way through. You won’t listen to any prospect of good conscience, to the point your own mind is beating on your own ass in hopes you make for the better.”

      The blackened bandolier and rawhide hide don him as they did once me; the guilt from made memories only wells in my soul as pus spilling over to infect whatever else remains. Godforsaken disease is all I am and all I ever will be, and I need no spittle of remedial effort from a failed eidolon telling me to get my soon-to-be-over life together.

      “I’m done listening.”

      Downstairs is maybe some refuge from this manifested demon, and rushing into the stairwell has my vision set on only the same Cain, now in the garb of that red-black priest from what seems eons ago. Weak knees are my only exit, and to the door I boost, only for my goddamn monster to wrestle me up by the armpits and shuck me into my table, for it to batter further into the kitchen. Snot and mucus drip from my nose and gel with loose blood cracking from a busted lip.

      “Please, let me be.”

      “What was that?”

      The disfigured legs of the false priest strain in covering cloth to hide the inhuman power within him, while the man I once shot had no such ability—his capacity was only in his means to cultivate the desperate and naïve.

      “I’m pleading with you.”

      “For what: salvation?”

      “A chance to let me go.”

      “Hell I would.”

      “You need to—you can’t keep running me into these walls and damn me for blamin’ how human I am; you’re the same mistake I make over and over, and I can’t—I can’t take you anymore, you⁠—”

      Another hit, too fast to recognize, drives me into the floor once more, and Cain still stands strong above.

      “You keep blaming me; you keep blaming yellow-eyes. Did you even know that old soul’s name? Your God proved you have a role in some higher peace, and all you did was cut out his lights, and a new world shined on you, and again you only act with what is given in front of you, and you stand not to question what brought you there or where you shall go, but only what marks you leave, without understanding that the generations of the future shall see it all and take you as their path?”

      “I never blamed myself for the way I was.”

      “How you mean? You think you got a right to be this way? You believe the world owes you your cruelty?”

      Faint strings of Abraham and that nurse remind me on broken pathways in my
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