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    To who we used to be. And who we are now.

      

    



  	
        
            
            Even a ghost has to live somewhere...
                                       -- Kim Murayama
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Prologue
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Isle Royale sits in the far northern reaches of Lake Superior, just about as far west as you can get and still be in the NE Sovereignty. After that you’d be in the Central Zone, which would be even worse. It’s no paradise in either place, but the Northeast Regional Sovereignty is probably the least beggarly of the six autonomous regions left after America collapsed. It’s a mean world no matter where you wander, so I don’t regret one minute we’ve spent with the mysterious witch-people on that far-away isle. Rustic, yeah, but Heaven comparatively. 

It was the summer of our third year ignoring the Sovereignty’s prohibition against contact with the quarantined “witches,” but there’d been no attempt to locate and remove us. Even Wilmut, Inc., the outfit that clones the Royales for their telomerase, hadn't been by in a while to harvest any of that elixir they sell to those who can afford the longevity it confers. Not since we ran them off the island last year. That was A Good Thing for the Royales, but, thanks to the genetic blueprint that Wilmut uses to build them, the witches still faced an untimely death. At 30 years of age all their cells stop working. 

The Denouement they call it.

There was a chance, though. Doc Fredericks got hold of a three-volume manual swiped from Wilmut. He thought he could re-design the witches' DNA and turn off their programmed dissolution. Of course it had to be tested first.

We tested it on my Mick the Witch. 

No one knew what, if anything, would be transformed. The night in Doc's lab on the Chinese Wall back in the Great City, when he gave her the shot, infused her modified DNA back into her cells, Mick had been Desor. Her chestnut brown hair and soft, empathetic brown eyes were the same as all the witch clones of Isle Royale from below the Minong. 

So when she and I woke one cool summer morning in our bungalow at Lake Desor, when science had worked its magic and her smoke grey eyes met mine, I touched her soft silver hair with the hope of fulfillment and, at the same time, a disturbing sense of dread. 
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There wasn't a mirror in our bungalow. I can't recall ever seeing one in any of the Royale cottages or even in the school at Desor. Mick stood before a window, her head shifting curiously as she studied her reflection in the crown glass pane. She put a fingertip to her braided silver-grey chignon, puzzled by the morning's unexpected development. 

“Do you feel all right?” I asked solicitously, trying my best to keep the nervousness from my voice. 

“Uh, huh.” Mick continued to inspect her reflection. 

Doc Fredericks wanted to see her for a three-month checkup, but I judged this the sort of development for which he’d want to see her before her scheduled appointment. 

She turned to me. “I look like Edrea.”

Docent Edrea had been a Grey Royale, engineered to live longer and to help Wilmut, Inc. harvest the telomerase from the witches of Isle Royale. Two years back she'd tried to lure me, Dave Hanson and Liam O'Connor to our deaths in the thick forests beyond Duncan Bay. She nearly succeeded before I put a shuriken through her eye. 

“You don't look anything like Edrea,” I told Mick. Edrea's grey hair and eyes were a harder cast, like stone. Mick's coloring had turned more of a soft smoky hue with a subtle hint of lavender. A mysterious and very unique shade.

Mick touched her chignon again, expression one of mild dismay. “I have become like Dengra Heks.”

“You're nothing like the Heks.” I went to her, holding her gently by the shoulders.  

Dengra Heks embodied a foul malevolence serving up black hatred, panic and terror. She’d been wholly without love or loyalty for her island or her people. In the end it had gotten her a watery grave at the bottom of Rock Harbor. Being built to live longer than the standard Royale clone had availed the Heks nothing.

Mick murmured, “My eyes are grey.”  

“They're beautiful.” I kissed her gently on the mouth, thinking not of Dengra Heks or Docent Edrea or even Wilmut, but rather that Mick the Witch was more lovely and enchanting than ever. Then I held her at arm's length. “We got to go see Doc.”  

Mick nodded. “I will tell Sena and Shanna.” 

I agreed. There was no necessity of alarming the whole community, but Mick had become a Grey. She didn't have amnesia or anything, hadn't turned wicked and perverse, but she had changed, suddenly and significantly. With Sena and Shanna, Dave and O'Connor we'd been through a lot together. They deserved to know what was happening. 

“Ohh, my goodness.” Meredith stood in her bedroom doorway, wearing the ubiquitous loose black top and a pair of loose black shorts. The 17 year-old had been living with us for a few months now since the Denouement had taken her mother, Margaret. This morning her brown eyes were wide and she covered her mouth with a hand. “Docent Mick...? What has happened?” She darted a look at me as though expecting to find me somehow changed, too.

“The magic of the great city.” Mick went over to the younger Desor. “All is well, but we will go to see Doctor Fredericks. To be certain.”

“I will go with you,” Meredith declared.

I arched an eyebrow. Meredith was sempai, the senior student in or little Shotokan class. She should instruct while I was away.

Still, Claire could instruct. The class had progressed from Heian to the Tekki series. We'd finished Tekki Shodan and were just starting Nidan. After Meredith, the 17 year-old Siskiwit Claire was the most proficient student in the class. She wasn't ready to lead Tekki Nidan, no, but I don't know as that was my real concern. I think I was being overly protective and I think Meredith suspected the same. 

She had other classes, yeah – Philosophy, Rhetoric, Manners and Ciphering – but she was plenty philosophical enough, articulate, polite, and she could add and subtract. She was headstrong, too. I knew I'd lose the argument. I surrendered without a fight this time.  

“Speak to Docent Emma and Docent Miriam,” I cautioned her. “And Claire.”

Meredith grinned. “Yes, sensei.”

I clapped my hands. “Isogu. Go quickly now.” 

She gave me a sharp bow. Her brown eyes sparkled and the air about her wavered. She wavered herself momentarily, then vanished leaving a barely visible swirl of translucent smoke that dissipated almost instantly. 

Mick put a fingertip to her lips. It didn't hide her smile. 

Near the front door there was a brief flash of light as Sena and Dave appeared. Unlike the shimmer around Meredith and any of the other Royales who could teleport, Mick, Sena and Shanna had evolved now to a point that their appearance and disappearance – what we call “floating” – was virtually instantaneous. I'd traveled around the island with Mick as her ability continued to grow and there was no more soft, embracing fog that buoyed us along to our destination. Now it was as if I closed my eyes against a flash of light and, upon opening them, found myself wherever Mick brought us. No wonder Wilmut so desperately wanted to get its hands on the three of them.

Their last attempt through ploy, scheme and maneuver, had cost Wallace Spahn, the company’s CEO, his humanity and then his head. Spahn had certainly been taking the Cure – the telomerase; he'd as much as admitted it to me once – and became yet another example of how transitory immortality can be.

“I ain't had my coffee yet...” Dave started to grouse, but trailed off, going slack-jawed at sight of Mick. The tall blonde Siskiwit's piercing yellow gaze fixed on Mick as well. 

“I am fine,” Mick assured them. “I will make you some coffee, Mr. Hanson.” She headed for the kitchen, Sena right behind. 

Dave's stare followed the two women as they went into the kitchen. “Holy shit.” He looked at me, rubbing his stubbled chin. The beard was gone, but he hadn't shaved in at least two days. “You think this means the vaccination took?”  

“I'm kind of hoping that's the case.” From the corner of my eye I caught a brief flash of green. Dave and I turned to find his First Mate Liam O'Connor and the emerald-eyed Palisades witch Shanna. 

“What're we about so early in the day, then?” the genial Irishman wanted to know.

“It is Mick, is it not?” Shanna scowled at me and Dave as though we had improperly kept some secret from her. Then she swung around us and hurried into the kitchen. 

To save time I just opened up a mental door and kind of dumped what had happened and what we knew for O'Connor to pick up, sort of a burst transmission kind of thing. I'd begun to develop that capability earlier in the spring when we were up at Little Todd Harbor giving Meredith's mother Margaret to the waters. Mick had been quietly ecstatic; Dave and O'Connor hadn't developed the ability, at least not then, but they could receive. It's part of the head-to-head communications. Normal speech is actually more preferable, though. It's customary among the Royales and generally obtains, but we were becoming more like our hostesses on the island than where we came from.

“Well, an't that something,” O'Connor mused, thus apprised.

“Ohh, good heavens,” came from the kitchen. “Liam! Come in here right now.”  

“Breakfast?” he called hopefully, stepping that way.

It'd probably be oatmeal. Wilmut no longer stocked the storage barn at Daisy Farm down on Moskey Basin, but there seemed to be an inexhaustible supply of the stuff nevertheless. 

As much as I detest the Great City, its vices and iniquity, I kind of looked forward to visiting the M and going down to the park for another warm pretzel. Meredith would like that. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2



[image: ]


We returned to the M under heavy skies. I wasn't real keen on Mick bringing us here on her own – wasn't sure she ought to in her condition, whatever that might be. She assured me she felt fine. It occurred to me that I was treating her as though she were pregnant which One, she wasn't, and Two, even if she was, it wasn't a disability. Yeah, I'd been sleeping with her, but my DNA won't ever be recognized as suitable. 

Of course if Mick's DNA had changed... I made a mental note to inquire of the doctor.

She held hands with me and Meredith; this time it went faster, a blur and in no more than three or four heartbeats we stood on cracked concrete outside of Doc's clinic.

Thunder grumbled in the distance out over the lake. Cars rolled by in the street as pedestrians hurried around us. No one took any particular notice of us or our arrival. I checked up and down the Strip; the M rose bleak all around, as uncaring as ever. 

“The rain is coming,” Mick murmured. 

I nodded. You could feel it in the air. I wondered if it was a front pushing through or a harbinger of what might happen to us for pushing our luck. Coming back from Isle Royale isn't difficult. Challenging the Sovereignty, that's always an unknown. 

Still holding hands we mounted the steps and entered the lobby. Amber was behind the horseshoe-shaped reception desk. I thought maybe she had a new piercing in one eyebrow, but she had so many already it was hard to tell. She recognized me. “Haven't seen you in a while. How are you?” 

“Good as can be,” I told her. “Doc around?” She eyed the Royales with an expression not quite suspicious, but just a little shy of welcoming. “Just some blood work,” I added. I put an arm around Mick and gave Amber a cagey little smile suggesting that we were looking for a pregnancy test. Mick slid her arms around my waist and batted her lashes, playing into it even though she couldn't be pregnant. It was an unusual though amusing display of coyness for Mick; I had to repress a grin. 

Doc saw us in a second floor exam room as the rain began, draping itself across the Chinese Wall like a wet sheet on a somber, colorless day. He examined Mick – eyes, ears, blood pressure, heart rate, listened to her lungs, all the basic stuff. He drew a blood sample. 

Mick sat on the exam table, composed, expression neutral. As before, she didn't twitch when the needle went in. Thunder rumbled outside, mixing with the sound of shunting trains in the rail-yard below the Wall.

Doc slipped the rubber-stoppered tube of blood into the pocket of his lab coat. Nothing seemed wrong except Mick's hair and eyes had changed. Doc was at a loss to account for it. 

“It isn't necessarily wrong,” he allowed. “Just...different. Actually rather attractive.” That got a shy smile from Mick. “And you're feeling no ill effects?” he inquired. He carefully drew down her lower eyelid, peering for something. “Not tired at all?”

“Uh, uh.” She remained impassive. Last year when she, Sena and Shanna had moved the Shady Lady from Lake Ontario to Windigo Bay it had exhausted them. Just bringing Meredith and me here from the isle would normally have taken its toll on Mick, but now, only a few months later, it didn't seem to require nearly the effort. That 90% thing working. 

See, we – you and me – use less than 10% of our mental potential. Yeah, I've heard that that's a popular myth, and maybe it is for you and me. But according to the purloined Wilmut manuals on genetic engineering, the Royales are capable of much greater mental exploits than us. Argue the claim if you want, but I've witnessed it, flat out. And there's evidence that Mick, Sena and Shanna had been engineered to far exceed that norm. They were learning. Evolving. The witches' ability to teleport, even to move the Lady, had increased exponentially since last autumn and there was no knowing what the end result of this evolution would be. 

Wilmut, Inc. must have had a theory, though. It wanted them, wanted its experiment back in the lab. For the next step in the process, I suppose. Wallace Spahn had come to Isle Royale to recover them even as the Darkness tried to destroy them. Both had been unsuccessful. 

What the Darkness ultimately wanted or didn't want, I don't know. I'm still not even sure what the hell it is. I've seen it roil the skies, slither out of dark forests and howl from caverns in the earth. It's taken the form of a nightmare horse and pursued us with deadly intent in our dreams. It planted lies in the minds of our friends, lies that drove them to attempts on their own lives. Sena tried to hang herself. Shanna cut her wrists. Mick put the muzzle of a .40 caliber in her mouth.  

Originally I thought that Wilmut created the Darkness, but when it yanked Spahn right out of his wheelchair and off his yacht to go screaming away up Amygdaloid Channel... well, after that I'm not sure who works for whom.

Spahn did come back, out of a windstorm hammering the woods below Lake Desor, looking like the God damnedest abomination you ever saw. Unless you've seen the Wendigo up there in the north woods. Me, I'd never even heard of the thing before last winter. It's legend and superstition in which I think the Darkness cloaks itself, and it used Wallace Spahn as an earthly proxy to go head-to-head with us. With me. Only one of us kept his bean and no, it wasn't murder. It wasn't even a homicide. 

Spahn wasn't human any more after the Darkness hauled him off. He might not have been before that, either. He was a miserable son of a bitch who lacked a certain amount of the humanity needed for basic certification, in my opinion. I suppose the Darkness murdered him, really, but who's going to arrest it? How do you prosecute in a realm where the metaphysical knocks around freely with reality? Not that it mattered at the moment. The Darkness had been absent since Spahn's pumpkin came off. We'd been re-shingling some cottages, practicing at school and watching sunsets. 

Now we were back in the M with the rain beating down.

“You'll stay here, of course.” Doc glanced at Meredith. She stood off to the side, hands folded in front of her, expression without emotion, but taking in everything. We'd stayed before. Doc is unaffiliated, I guess you'd say. He takes cash and doesn't ask questions. Sometimes he waives the charges and still doesn't ask questions. We go back a long ways, him and me. Up on the Mountain.

“We'll make it right,” I told Doc. We had greenstones again – raw emeralds – to bankroll the office visit and lodging. He could use the funding and the Royales hardly thought about money except insofar as they needed something to pay for bread, cheese, coffee and hens they got from Louis across the lake at Thunder Bay. Wilmut, Inc. used to take most of the emeralds in return for provisions, clothing and other supplies they'd leave for the Royales at Daisy Farm, but no longer. The Royales seemed wholly untroubled that this business association had dissolved.  

“I might get rich at this rate.” Doc started for the door. “Fourth floor. Your regular room. I'll tell Angel you're here.”  

We climbed upstairs and settled in as the rain rapped steadily at the window panes. Both beds were made, old but clean white sheets and faded blue wool blankets in the drab light of a wet day. Mick studied the bed we use, nibbling a fingernail, probably trying to decide if it ought to be turned down this early in the day. Meredith plopped down and bounced playfully on the other bed, thrilled to be back in “the great city.” She'd seen it once before, briefly, and considered this an extension of that adventure. 

Gazing out the window my hand strayed absently to the narrow, empty pocket on the left thigh of my tactical pants. My folding lock-blade Tanto knife that used to be there remained underwater at Rock Harbor. Probably forever. I thought about maybe getting another one while we were in the M. Maybe a new pair of pants, too. Mine grew worn. 

As Meredith continued to bounce, I stared out the window, not ready for bed and not feeling particularly playful. The wet weather made the day heavier and weighed down my spirit. If necessity didn't demand, I'd have preferred to be at Lake Desor. I felt more at home with the witches of Isle Royale than I did in the Sovereignty these days. Even more, I was worried about Mick, what the blood work and DNA testing would show, what it would mean for her and all the Royales. 

What it would mean for her and me. 

Where would our path lead now? Would I continue alone? The specter of loneliness rose unbidden, an old acquaintance never welcome but one that nonetheless refused to take its leave no matter how much time passed. I pretended to ignore it again, wondering if all my help had brought the Royales nothing but their eventual denouement anyway, a legacy of death unchanged by anything I'd done. Some of their lives cut even shorter by my attempts to make up for the failures of past heroics. There had been a few.

Elise, at Kemper's Lodge on Galloo Island when I couldn't move or think fast enough to save her. She was Desor; she looked like Mick lying dead on the floor of that rotting shack. 

And the witch Aimee, the most mysterious of the enigmatic Windigo Royales. I haven't seen her ghost since we rid the isle of Wallace Spahn and drove back the Darkness. I haven't seen her in my dreams. But every so often, in the mist time before dawn, half awake, I see her in Dengra Heks' grip. I can't move to help her and I hear the distant echo of her plea before the Grey Witch sucked out her life.  

Remember me!

I haven't forgotten Aimee. I never can. It wouldn't have surprised me to see her looking up from the street, the rain soaking her black hair and pale, cold features as it had on the deck of the Shady Lady. Her last act had been to deliver us from Con Phillips on Stony Island. When I could do nothing to save her. 

Now the rain fell as hard and cold on the Chinese Wall, driving the streetwalkers to seek shelter. Stick salesman and the vendors of harder stuff – P, synth, amp, whatever you want and half the time laced with shit you don't – took to doorways or the nearest watering hole. They'd be back. The hardest downpour could only superficially cleanse the Strip, and then only temporarily. 

I stared at oily rainbow swirls greasing the street below and wondered what the hell Wilmut wanted. They'd been willing to emancipate the whole island to get their hands on Mick as she evolved. Not that emancipation would be any great deal for the rest of the Royales. Even if the offer wasn't bullshit, and I thought it was, they'd drop dead as planned and whitewash that part of the project. Maybe they were all camouflage. Maybe they were some other project. I don't know. The question, though, now that Mick's DNA had changed, was how bad had we screwed up their plans and what might they try to do about it. 

“Kim...?” Mick touched my arm. She glanced out the window, then back. “What do you see?”

“Nothing.” I chuckled, a little grimly. No ghosts. Nobody and nothing. 

“Sensei...?” Meredith had stopped bouncing on the bed; she sat with knees drawn up beneath her chin, teeth indenting her lower lip. “Should I leave the room...? I... hear you without permission.” She picked up on my thoughts, my emotions. She thought she was eavesdropping and felt guilty. 

“No need,” I told her. Hey, she's a witch, a young one. She couldn't help it. Meredith nodded slowly and gave me and Mick a tentative, but genuine smile. 

I returned to my contemplation. Spahn was gone, but Wilmut, Inc. remained across the river on the East Side. They wanted Mick. My Mick. I had no doubt they'd take Meredith, too, if opportunity presented. 

I swore then that I wouldn't let that happen. 

****
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I HALF THOUGHT ABOUT taking them to Jack's Place for lunch in the hope there might be onion soup. Mick really liked that when we were there before. I figured Meredith would like it just as much, but Jack's disreputable joint wasn't the best place to take two Royale witches. Jack might regain his memory and want to cash in on both of them. There was at least 10,000B right there on the broomstick. I got some cash from Doc against a small three- or four-inch emerald, and we found an upper-class hash house going west along the Chinese Wall, away from the river. Upper-class in that no one was selling stick or sex in front of the place and the floors had been swept sometime in the past eight hours. 

No one in the place paid us any attention and we took a booth with a view of the Strip. The seats were a faded blue and white, roll and pleat tufted back and seat cushion with scarred wood top caps. It made me think Malibu. 

Nah, I've never been to the Gold Coast, but from what I gather there's still some surf-riding like before the Collapse. Oyster bars, seafood dives and the like. I don't care for oysters and I don't suppose their American Traditional would be any better than what I could get right here on the Strip, just a little more retro. If you like retro.

I gave the waitress a smile as she handed us menus, asked her for coffee. “And two hot teas.” I opened Meredith's menu for her. “This is a list of everything they serve. They'll bring you whatever you want.” Steaks, chops, fried seafood, a garbage plate, pasta... the usual for a dog wagon.

Meredith scanned the menu, brown eyes wide. She didn't know what a lot of the offerings were. “What is a gar-bage plate...?” 

“It's, ah, kinda' greasy,” I told her. 

“It has meat,” Mick added. She arched an eyebrow at me. “Yes?”

“Yes,” I agreed. It had been a local favorite for decades, even before the Collapse. I didn't know how the combination of hots, beans, and mac salad would sit with the young Royale, though. Especially buried under hot sauce.

Meredith shook her head as though confused. “This is not like home.” Then she leaned forward and spoke with hushed apprehension. “Docent, will we be contaminated?”

“No,” Mick replied mildly. She didn't look up from her menu, her voice low. “You will not be contaminated. Docent Edrea lied about that. She lied about many things.”

I stayed out of the hushed discussion. Mick had been to the M a number of times and come back to the island without suffering any indisposition. I doubted Meredith would be afflicted. I thought a lot of what Docent Edrea had filled her full of in school was bullshit.  

Our coffee and tea arrived and the waitress poised her pen to take our order. Meredith sat back, hands folded in her lap. “I cannot decide.”

“I think soup and salad would be fine,” Mick told the waitress. “The potato soup, if you please, for myself and our daughter.” Meredith's eyes widened, but the waitress noticed nothing as she scribbled, then looked expectantly at me.  

“Cheeseburger. Well done. With fries, please.” I licked my chops, anticipating making up for all the oatmeal. 

After the waitress went off Meredith whispered in astonishment, “You told the lady that I am your daughter.” 

“Adopted,” I said, pouring some creamer into my coffee. I hadn't had cream in my coffee since I don't know when, either.

“A sensible pretense,” Mick murmured. She laid a hand over Meredith's. “I do not presume to take your mother's place, but this is a strange land for us. It can be dangerous. Pretense is sometimes advisable. Are you angry?”

Meredith shook her head forcefully. “Ohh, no. Not at all.”  

The two Royales poured hot water into their cups and Mick showed Meredith how to submerse her tea bag. Meredith glanced at the lemon wedge, then at me. I'd never seen lemons on Isle Royale. Maybe Louis sold them, but I'd never seen one. I made little squeezing motions over my coffee cup. Meredith picked up the wedge and squeezed it cautiously. Juice squirted into her tea; a side stream got her in the eye. 

“Ohh!” she exclaimed. “Shit...” She quickly recovered her composure and cleared her throat. “That is, my goodness. That was rather unexpected.”

“It certainly was.” Mick glared right square at me as Meredith wiped the corner of her eye. I tried to sink down under the table, grateful when our lunch came just in time to spare me a lesson in Manners. 

The ladies had an oil and vinegar dressing on their salads, the soup thick and creamy with lots of potato chunks. I shared my fries with both of the witches. Mick nibbled happily; Meredith loved them. 

After lunch I paid with cash and we went across the street to a second-hand shop. It was mostly clothing, which is what I was looking for. We bought a couple pairs of faded jeans for Mick and Meredith, and I found a pair of urban grey tactical pants. “Do you like the color?” Mick inquired curiously.

I eyed her soft lavender-grey hair in its customary
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