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I believe in everything until it’s disproved.

So I believe in fairies, the myths, dragons.

It all exists, even if it’s in your mind.

Who’s to say that dreams and nightmares aren’t as real

as the here and now.

- John Lennon
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1

Ambrose Lincoln knew they were coming for him during those long dark hours before he heard their footsteps shuffling down the hall toward his room. They were four men with a gurney. They always talked in soft, hushed tones as if they feared they might awaken the dead, Lincoln had heard whispered rumors that he had died months ago but refused to stop breathing, which made it possible for Dr. Benjamin Wakefield and his staff to send him back into the deep, black recesses of a war-torn world where no one else dared to go. Lincoln smiled to himself. The rumors were partly true. The physicians and behavioral scientists had not been able stop his breathing, but they did leave his brain maladjusted, his mind in ruins, and his memories buried in unmarked graves where memories—good, bad, and indifferent - were shipped when they did not exist anymore.

The ride to the resurrection room took less than two minutes and a hundred and eighteen steps. Lincoln knew. He had counted them. He had counted them more than once. That’s all it took, two minutes and a hundred and eighteen steps, for Lincoln’s yesterdays to die away and a new day to be born. Government and military brass thought they could control him and his mind. He was their puppet. He went where they wanted him to go. He did what they wanted him to do. Lincoln played the game. He let them believe anything they wanted to believe. Perhaps, he no longer knew who he was or who he had been. Perhaps, he did walk with the dead from time to time. Perhaps death was the only friend he trusted.

But Ambrose Lincoln remained in charge of his thoughts, his decisions, his instincts. He survived when others failed. Five good soldiers, two prison inmates, and a pair of refugees from a military insane asylum had volunteered for the highly classified and highly controversial mind-control experiments.

All nine were assigned their secret missions. All nine were shipped behind enemy lines where a German madman with a strange little mustache was cutting a deadly swath through Europe. Only Lincoln came back.

His mind was gone.

He had no memories of fear.

He was not afraid to die.

He thought he might be already dead.

And he was tormented by only a single thought.

Had he been a soldier?

A prisoner?

Or a man who had found an ingenious way to escape an insane asylum?

And did it matter anymore?

The door had opened.

Lincoln had climbed aboard the gurney.

His mental clock kept time.

Two minutes.

A hundred and twenty-four steps.

Someone was moving slower than usual.

He looked up into the face of a woman. She had thick shoulders, heavy jowls, black horn-rimmed glasses, and a scowl that reminded him of a coastal sky before a storm.

“Dr. Wakefield is not with us today,” she said curtly.

Lincoln smiled.

Wakefield was missing.

He knew.

Where had Wakefield gone?

Lincoln smiled again.

Wakefield was the one memory no one had been able to erase.

Now he would always be nothing more than a memory.

The resurrection room was oddly familiar. Dark. Cold. A single burning bulb cast a soft, blue light down upon the gurney. Total silence. Lincoln could hear himself breathing but no one else. It was as if all sounds had been sucked out of the little rectangular medical suite.

The woman walked toward him with a syringe. “I’m Dr. Johnson,” she said.

“Will I remember you?”

“No.”

Lincoln might.

And he might not.

It was a question that only time and circumstance could answer.

“You know the procedure,” Dr. Johnson said.

Her lips were cracked.

Her blonde hair had gray roots.

She had a mole on the left side of her nose.

It’s strange, Lincoln thought, what a man sees just before he is jolted to a place where death lingers on every street corner.

Was it real?

Or was it his imagination?

He should be dead.

Why had he remained among the living?

Only one thing bothered him about dying.

You play the game.

You die.

You lose.

Ambrose Lincoln did not tolerate losing.

He did not feel the needle but immediately saw the blue lights flashing like frantic bolts of lightning across the ceiling as a heavy dose of LSD began racing madly through his veins. He heard a woman’s laughter and felt the jar of a bomb exploding around him. Blue lights turning a deep purple. Purple turning to midnight. Midnight wore the mask of the dying. A sun unloosed from the heavens tumbled from one wall to the next, and he smelled the ashes before he smelled the flames, and the taste of gunpowder was knotted in his throat.

He felt a large sponge shoved into his mouth.

He gagged for just a moment.

He always did.

The sponge had been soaked in vinegar.

And then the blue light wrapped around him like a burial shroud while the electric shock seared his brain and dragged him to the edge of a cliff and spun him into a vacant abyss that had no beginning and no ending, and daytime turned to night, and night reached for a splinter of moonlight that no longer hung in the sky. He heard the chimes of the great clock, and he counted them until he realized he was counting while the clock was no longer chiming, and he knew he was dangling between yesterday and tomorrow.

Yesterday was gone.

Lincoln reached for tomorrow. He held it but only for a moment.

An explosion ripped it loose.

And all around him he heard the howls of the frightened, the prayers of the condemned, the wails of those who feared dying, the silence of those who had already stepped through the veil where time had stopped, and darkness was forever, and laughter had faded with the light,

One day he would not return.

He knew from the beginning.

A bomb blast lifted him off the ground.

This might be the day, Lincoln thought.

This might be all there was.

Why was he foolish enough to expect anything else?

Life was a game of Russian roulette.

Wake up in the morning.

Pull the trigger.

Hear the click.

One morning there is no click.

And the bullet comes before you ever know it’s on the way.

Lincoln listened hard for the click. There was none.

And he waited for the bullet.
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Ambrose Lincoln saw the world come to an end on the far side of her eyes before he felt the ground trembling beneath his feet. Her eyes turned from hazel to deep purple, and in an instant changed to molten pools of black obsidian. He did not see the flames, but he smelled them, sharp and pungent like campfire ashes on a morning coated with ice and isolation.

The night ended with neither a whimper nor a scream but with the sound of a final and ragged breath that reached like a poor man’s eulogy toward a broken night sky, lit by a thousand Roman candles. They grabbed him by the throat and drew him angrily into a foreign and distant place where the silence was as cold and oppressive as the dark.

Wars.

And rumors of wars.

He had heard preachers rail about them for years while they sought to save a man’s soul for a love gift of fifty dollars a month. Redemption came with a leather-bound copy of God’s Holy and Ancient Promises if the love happened to exceed a hundred dollars, and often it did.

Sin.

That was the Great War. It was fought by madmen and beautiful women and the scavengers of mankind who bought and sold sin as though it was the world’s most valuable though tainted commodity, and often it was.

That’s what the preachers said.

And if anyone knew, they did.

Some were for it.

Some were against it.

Ambrose Lincoln had never taken sides.

He had his own war to fight.

He thought he had it won.

He saw the end of the world etched in a pair of sad and distant eyes that had never loved him or maybe anyone else for that matter. Love can uncover no refuge in a psyche where fear has taken up permanent residence.

Lincoln found her in the morning after the night when bombs had been poured upon the streets of London. The west side of the city lay in ruin, the bricks of its buildings, crumbling down upon the sidewalks, muted monuments to the dead and dying who would have no other stones above their graves.

Screams.

Sirens.

Curses.

Prayers.

Sounds of the lost.

The wayward.

The condemned.

The damned.

Smoke and fog and cinder had placed a curtain of gray across London, and Lincoln wondered if the night might last forever.

Pockets of scattered flame rose up beyond the shards of broken glass that crunched beneath his boots.

Planes from some dot on a map in Germany roared out of the quiet skies and wrecked the city, and now they were coming again. The sounds of their engines coughing and straining in the night were growing closer.

If the pilots had one bomb left amongst them, they would leave it before returning again to the fatherland. They had been drunk—that’s what he had always assumed—drunk on power, drunk on arrogance, drunk on the Fuhrer’s finest whiskey before coming to spread his gospel of death and destruction to those who were fighting tenaciously like wounded badgers thrown to the dogs.

Lincoln saw the flares etch the sky with ragged streaks of red and orange, spreading across the cloudbank like holiday fireworks, full of sound and fury, worthless against the bombs.

A man would fight with all he had, for as long as he had, until he could fight no more.

Lincoln heard the bombs growl and grumble long before they blasted into the earth.

The staccato of machinegun fire rattled down the streets.

The gunmen were shooting at shadows. The shadows had bombs.

London was not down and out, but London was on its knees.

The scream became a wail. It was the sound from the grave.

The girl sat crying in a dark alleyway, her back pressed against a concrete wall, a crust of blood blotted just behind her left ear. Lincoln had not seen her at first, but he heard the soft sounds of a woman grasping for her next breath as though it might well be her last.

Her gray, woolen coat had been soaked by the chilled night rains, and her blonde hair fell in wet ringlets upon her shoulders. She appeared to be somewhere in her mid-thirties although the anxieties of war could age someone, and many would die of old age before their fortieth birthday.

Her face was flawless, though twisted in agony.

Her fragile hands grasped the collar of her coat.

She was not afraid of the cold. Or the rain.

She feared the shadows.

A man lay beside her.

His hands were bloody. He had lost far too much blood and had died trying to stuff it back into the hole ripped open just below his chin. His rigid hands still clung to the wound in his neck.

The girl looked up when Lincoln knelt beside her.

Her eyes grew wide. Her hands were shaking.

“Are you coming for me?” she asked.

Lincoln nodded.

“Are you one of them?”

“I am an American,” he said.

“You are not coming to kill me?”

“No.”

“They all want to kill me,” she said.

“You’re safe now,” he said.

Lincoln heard the hoarse whistle of the bomb just before it fell, rattling the windows above them. They cracked, and splinters of glass fell like broken needles on his shoulders.

He took the girl’s head and buried it in his chest, holding her tightly, waiting for the next bomb to fall.

Silence.

The screaming softened.

So did the sirens.

The girl looked up and forced a smile.

“When will it stop?” she asked.

“I don’t know,”

“They want to kill us all,” she said.

“They won’t.” Lincoln released his grip. “There will always be someone left to fight.”

“But not me,” she said.

“Why not?”

“I won’t last that long.” The girl sighed.

“But you’ll see morning,” Lincoln tried to reassure her.

“There is no morning,” she said. “Not for you. Not for me. Not for any of us.”

Lincoln saw the light. It was harsh and blinding.

It lit the sky.

It bathed the world around him, and the cold became as hot as the inside of a furnace. The winds were like a thousand wildfires, and they bristled down the empty streets, blowing from east to west, and the metal on the sign above them vanished in a sudden vapor.

Even the shadows fell before the winds.

Lincoln did not see the flames, but he smelled them, sharp and pungent like campfire ashes on a morning coated with ice and isolation.

The ground erupted and swallowed him up.

He looked down at the girl. She lay in a pile of flesh, blood, and gray woolens.

He didn’t even know her name.

Perhaps, she no longer needed one.

Her breathing was so shallow. Would she still be breathing when morning came?

Lincoln held her tightly against him as darkness surrounded, then swallowed them both. When he awoke again, she was gone. All she had left behind was a thin smear of blood on his face.

Thoughts of her had been rattling around in the misplaced fragments of his mind long before Ambrose Lincoln crawled out of the darkness and heard the clatter of steel grinding against steel as the train knifed its way through the gray side of a dark night. No moon. No stars. No scattered shards of light on the land outside. All Lincoln saw were forms and shapes and shadows, and only the shadows concerned him. He did not trust the shadows.

Shadows carried guns.

One had shot him.

But that was long ago.

Or had it ever happened at all?

And why did his chest hurt in the bitter cold of winter, and why did he carry the ragged scar of a scalpel across his chest, and why couldn’t he remember why someone had wanted him dead, or had he merely been an innocent bystander in an smoldering underworld where no one was either an innocent or a bystander?

They had taken his mind.

They had removed his memory.

A man without a memory is a man who fears nothing.

That’s what the doctors said.

That’s what the doctors told him each time the electrodes touched the tattered nerve endings of his brain, each time the worn purple switch sent jolts of electricity racing down the dark tunnels of everything he had known in life and could no longer find. The electricity had wiped it all clean.

Memories.

Regrets.

Emotions.

You fear nothing.

And no one.

Not even death.

He could still hear their voices as clearly as he heard the rain peppering against the windows of the train. A strange cold wrapped itself around him as Lincoln sighed and leaned his head back against the seat.

The doctors had lied.

Lincoln had lied.

He knew what the doctors did not know.

He knew what the doctors would never find out.

He could remember, not everything, but enough to know he had been trained, schooled, brainwashed, and given assignments no sane man would accept. When it was all said and done, they had left him out in the cold, just Ambrose Lincoln and the shadows. After a while, he became one with the shadows, and they belonged together.

The shadows had chased him.

The shadows had threatened him.

The shadows had wanted him dead.

But the shadows had never lied to him.
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He stared at the pale yellow bulb flickering on the rust-streaked ceiling above him. He had seen a similar glow out of the corner of his eyes just before the ground shuddered like the tremors of an earthquake. The night turned stark white, faded to a darker shade of black, and the earth dropped from beneath his feet as though he had been standing on the gallows. He didn’t hear the trapdoor open, but he felt it.

No sound.

No explosion.

All he heard were the winds, and all he smelled were the decaying innards of wet ground and rotting leaves. He reasoned that a grave possessed the same odor. He hoped he would never find out, at least not until morning and on a full stomach.

Lincoln tried but could not ignore the thought still lodged back in the far corner of his mind.

He prayed he was wrong.

He feared that he wasn’t.

He turned to the man sitting beside him, as thin as a splinter with a crisp black mustache adorning the face of a hawk in need of a shave. His uniform was starched and freshly pressed, and he wore the three stars of a British Captain on his collar. Stray strands of black hair had been combed across a balding head. His arms were crossed, and he was staring intently into the night with melancholy eyes. He may have been thirty or fifty. Lincoln had no idea. War changes men.

“I didn’t think Hitler had the bomb,” Lincoln said.

The Captain slowly turned his head and looked at him as though he was a madman, and maybe he was.

“I’m afraid I don’t quite understand,” the Captain said.

“The big bomb,” Lincoln said. “The A bomb.”

The Captain shrugged, reached into his shirt pocket, and pulled out a package of crumpled cigarettes. He took one and offered the package to Lincoln.

Lincoln shook his head.

“It’ll steady your nerves, old man,” the Captain said.

Lincoln tried to smile.

His face was numb.

“I presume you’re talking about the Armageddon bomb,” the Captain said.

“The description fits.”

“Rumors of the bomb have been around since before the war began,” the British officer said. “We’ve got it. They’ve got it. The Yanks have it. Nobody has it.”

“They aren’t rumors anymore.”

“I think you’re selling the scientists short,” the Captain said. “Learned men of such intellectual capabilities would never create a device to bring about their own destruction.”

Lincoln grinned.

“Maybe you’re right,” he said.

He knew better.

Learned men of such intellectual capabilities knew more about creating money than bombs, and if they happened to need a bomb to gain even more wealth, then they would build a device large enough to eliminate half the world as long as they owned the other half.

Hitler.

Churchill.

Roosevelt.

Stalin.

Whoever had the bomb first would use it first, and mankind would simply vaporize from the earth and take his footprints with him. Whoever was left standing and tightly holding the last dollar would be the winner and the ruler over a kingdom that lay like ashes at his feet.

A man who ruled over himself had only a fool for a subject.

“I didn’t hear the bomb coming that hit London,” Lincoln said.

“It wasn’t a bomb.” The Captain shrugged nonchalantly. “It was a V-2 rocket,” he said. “It comes in as quietly as a fog upon the Thames. It gently taps you on the shoulder, you turn around, and, bang, you’re dead long before you know you’re dying.”

“The odds seem to favor Hitler,” Lincoln said.

“They always have,” said the Captain. “More land. More men. More weapons. More tanks. But we have the one weapon he and his German people will never have.”

“What’s that?”

The Captain straightened his shoulders with a certain measure of pride. “We will fight to the last man,” he said.

“What if the last man is a woman?”

“Then she will kill Hitler.”

“Are you sure?”

“I am.” The Captain grinned broadly and snuffed out his cigarette on the metal arm of his seat. “She’s British. Hitler isn’t.”

Lincoln watched the flat, ashen countryside roll past outside the window. They had gone for miles, maybe for hours, and he had seen no sign of life. No lights. No farms. No towns. No villages. Nothing but the night and his own reflection in a cracked pane of glass coated with fingerprints and dust.

He turned again to the Captain, who was lighting another cigarette. “I was with a girl when the rocket hit,” he said.

“Beautiful young lady,” the Captain said.

“You saw her?”

“Everyone on the street saw her.” The Captain smiled. “Beauty in the midst of war is such a rarity.”

“Did you see what happened to her?”

“She didn’t get on the train.”

“Where did she go?”

“The last I saw,” the Captain said, “she was walking alone down the street.”

“Why did I let her go?” Lincoln asked, mostly to himself.

The Captain chuckled. “What choice did you have?” he said.

In the distance, Lincoln saw a crease of light break through the darkness, and he heard the thunder. The heavy rains descended on the landscape to wash the light away.
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The train groaned to a melancholy stop at midnight. The town’s streets were deserted, but the huddled masses in an assortment of shapes, sizes, and ages were crowded together on the groundswell just outside the station. They were fighting to shove their way onto the train while passengers in an assortment of shapes, sizes, and ages were pushing their way down the narrow aisle in a frantic attempt to depart the train.

Ambrose Lincoln stepped out onto the concrete platform.

The air was cold.

The winds were hot.

Rain fell hard against his face like pellets of ice.

He glanced up to see if the clouds had parted.

They hadn’t.

He looked at the clock on the railway station tower.

Twelve o’clock.

The time had not changed.

The British Captain moved stiffly away from the train. The rain doused the cigarette clenched between his yellowed teeth.

“Where are we?” Lincoln asked.

“Don’t have a clue, old man.”

“What did the tickets say?”

“No tickets.” The Captain shrugged and jumped to the ground.

Lincoln frowned.

There was always a ticket.

He had no idea where to go without a ticket.

He looked around and frowned.

Maybe he was already there.

“They gathered us up, led us on the train,” the Captain said, “and we rolled out of London at midnight.”

“It’s still midnight,” Lincoln said.

“Long ride,” the Captain said.

Lincoln nodded.

He did not know how he knew or why he knew, but Lincoln had a feeling gnawing in his gut that he and the gathering of lost and wayward souls—shuffling like sleepwalkers away from the train and down a cobblestone street—had become prisoners of war.

But which war?

Whose war?

Where were the guns?

Where were the guards?

And why was there no talking around him?

No shouts.

No screams.

No cursing.

No laughter.

Lincoln knew he was walking among the condemned.

The downtrodden.

The damned.

It was an old familiar feeling.

He had walked those streets before.

Lincoln watched as two soldiers in brown woolen suits began lining up those who had departed the train. No yelling. No threats. Just simple commands, spoken in soft but direct tones.

Single file, they said.

Place your arm on the shoulder of the person in front of you, they said.

Don’t run, they said.

There’s no place to go, they said.

Lincoln’s gaze shifted from face to face. Young men, nervous and on edge. Some wore British uniforms. Some American. He did not recognize the others. They were gray and dull, the color of a winter sky that promised to quench a fevered land.

Some of the young men were not yet out of school. They looked frightened, not quite sure of themselves or their surroundings at a time of their existence when young men were agnostic about life and feared nothing, least of all the future. Their thoughts seldom ranged that far in front of them. They shivered in the chilled rain and sweated when the caustic winds brushed their faces.

Old men were dressed in cotton pajamas, much too large for them. Their faces were gaunt, their eyes hollow. They were skeletons that had not yet forgotten how to breathe. They held hands as though they feared they might be misplaced, one from the other.

A beautiful girl wore a scar carved by a knife that had slashed from beneath her left ear down to her throat. Blood had dried on her face. Her eyes were crystal clear and defiant. The ear was missing. Her cotton jacket was in rags, her skirt smeared with streaks of red. Lincoln assumed it was the blood. The flesh on her arms was pimpled with goosebumps, and she shivered as the rains soaked her blonde hair, leaving it in curls and plastered against the back of her neck.

Lincoln walked quickly to her side and wrapped his coat around her shoulders. She tightened it under her chin and stared straight ahead, her eyes fixed on the gray stone blocks of the station house.

The front of the line had reached the door.

Lincoln heard someone cry out—the wail, the agony of a soul in despair.

A gunshot barked in the night.

It was a sound he knew well.

His shoulders stiffened.

His eyes narrowed.

Lincoln instinctively reached into his pocket for his Russian TT-30 automatic. Its eight rounds might be enough and, then again, might be as futile and crippled as the world around him.

It didn’t matter.

The pistol was gone.

“Thank you,” the girl whispered.

It was as though she had not heard the gunshot.

Maybe no one had heard.

Maybe no gun had fired.

He looked again at the clock.

Midnight.

The hands hadn’t moved.
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The inside of the station house was as dimly lit as the night outside. But at least it was illuminated by the soft yellow glow of an overhead light that flooded the room with streaks that turned from a pale red to black. The night no longer had a moon, and the stars had gone elsewhere. The light had chased the shadows from the interior of the station.

In the doorway, the blonde stumbled and sank to her knees.

Ambrose Lincoln placed his arms around her to break the fall. She struggled desperately to regain her balance, holding his sleeves tightly with both hands. Her breaths were ragged and shallow. Her eyes turned cloudy, the color of tainted milk, and she lay her head against his shoulder. For a moment, he thought she had died.

Her eyes opened.

The milk had turned clear.

A tear had washed it away.

“Are you all right?” Lincoln asked in a hushed tone.

“Is the war over?”

“If it is, they’ve kept it pretty quiet.” Lincoln smiled.

The blonde shrugged and stood up, still holding his arm so tightly her nails cut through the cloth and into his skin. “If it is,” she said, “we have lost.” She looked around at the odd assortment of humanity huddled around her. “It appears as though we are the spoils of war.” She paused a moment and choked back a sardonic laugh. “No,” she said. “We are the scraps, the leftovers. They will find our graves in the landfills unless, of course, they leave our bones in the streets to satisfy the dogs of war.”

A gnarled hand touched her shoulder.

The soldier, if that’s what he was, had a kind voice but hard, marbled eyes. “No talking, please,” he said.

“Why not?” the blonde wanted to know.

“It’s the rules.”

“Whose rules?”

“The General’s rules.”

“Who’s the General?” Lincoln asked.

The soldier smiled apologetically. He sighed as though he had heard the question before. His face was square and ruddy, and he spoke with a faint Irish accent. His eyes were full of sympathy.

Or was it pity?

He slammed the butt of his rifle against the side of Ambrose Lincoln’s head, and a dark world turned a shade grayer than dark. Lincoln tumbled to the ground, a layer of dust and ash.

The soldier, if that’s what he was, knelt over him.

The smile turned cold.

“The General,” he said, “is the man who makes the rules.”

Lincoln’s head throbbed. He waited until the cobwebs fell apart and were swept away by the hot winds, and he touched the cut just above his right ear. It was jagged and deep. He wondered why he wasn’t bleeding.

The British Captain helped Lincoln back on his feet. The officer frowned as he glanced toward the soldier, sauntering toward the station, his high boots crunching a layer of gravel that looked like volcanic lava. “I don’t think he’s one of us, old man,” he said.

“Did you get his rank?”

“I don’t think he has one.”

“Maybe he’s not a soldier.”

“Then what would he be?”

“Maybe a guard,” Lincoln said. “Maybe a prison guard.”

The Captain’s frown grew deeper. “I don’t particularly like the sound of that,” he said.

The blonde began to cry softly.

“The war’s over,” she said.

“Can’t be,” the Captain said.

“It’s over for us,” she said. “There won’t be any more fights. There won’t be any more battles. There won’t be any more air raids. There won’t be any more long nights with us holding hands and holding family, wedged into the tube tunnels beneath the city while the Germans try to pound us back to ashes and dust.”

Lincoln let her talk.

Pent up emotions.

Pent up fears.

Get rid of them.

She would feel better.

The blonde turned toward the hot winds as the pellets of iced rainwater splashed against her face.

“Don’t you understand?” she asked.

Lincoln and the Captain looked at each other.

“Don’t you get it?” she asked.

The Captain shrugged

“The war is over,” the blonde said. “We don’t have to worry about dying anymore. We’re already dead.”

Her laugh was a cackle.

Like lightning in an empty summer sky.

And it died in the winds.

Lincoln placed a comforting arm around her while his eyes instinctively scanned the length and breadth of the station house. It was much larger than it had appeared from the outside. He could not see the far wall, back where the orange lights grew dim, then faded into darkness.

The room had been sectioned off into small compartments.

He watched the lost and wayward souls being led into each enclosed cubicle, two at a time.

No one balked.

No one ran.

Two walked in.

A minute later one walked out, moving slowly, shuffling like an old man whose mind had deteriorated, and was led through a side door and into the light.

The old man at the registration desk had the face of a grandfather, round and cherubic. His gray hair was neatly groomed and thinning on top. A neatly trimmed gray mustache gave him the look of an English squire. His eyes sparkled.

He smiled at the blonde.

“Name?” he asked.

“Devra,” she said. “Devra Bacik.”

“City?”

“Krakow.”

“Date of birth?”

“I’m thirty-six years old.”

The registrar nodded. “That would be nineteen sixteen,” he said.

“July.”

“A good month to be born,” the registrar said.

Lincoln’s patience had worn down to a nub. He leaned over the desk and asked softly, “Where are we?”

The registrar pulled a sheet of paper from inside his desk. It was a schematic drawing of the station house. He pointed to a small rectangle beside the front door.

“You are here,” he said.

The smile was not as warm as it had been.

“What’s the city?” Lincoln asked.

“There is no city.”

“Then what town are we in?”

“It is of no consequence,” the registrar said.

His eyes had lost any semblance of life.

“What kind of place is this?” Lincoln’s voice grew sharp. He searched the man for some kind of weapon. He saw no signs of one.

He could kill the old man with a single blow to the windpipe.

Instead, he waited.

Curiosity would be his downfall someday. Maybe it already was.

The registrar folded his arms in defiance. “This is the place where men change trains,” he said.

There it was again.

A gunshot.

The echo ricocheted from one end of the room to the other.

No one else flinched.

Lincoln’s eyes searched the station, and all he saw were the hollow eyes of hollow men looking back at him.

Only the blonde was laughing.
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Lincoln glanced at the sign above him as he followed the guard deeper into the metal domed building. All noise had been deposited outside. The silence around him was as suffocating as a man’s last breath. There were no words on the sign, only a big number 444 painted on metal and hanging from a narrow rectangular window at the top of the room.

Those around him looked as though they had walked their final mile and had no interest in going any farther. Their faces were calm, their eyes dull. He had seen the same expressions on men the week after a doctor had scraped away the prefrontal cortex of the brain. The procedure, Lincoln had been told, was used only to rid certain patients of obsessions and delusions and ragged nerves that had worn down like the rotting rubber of a scrapheap inner tube. Surgery alleviated the suffering, the doctor had said. Lincoln had seen it alleviate a man’s thoughts, turning him into a walking cadaver who had traded his nightmares for peace of mind, then lost his mind.

No one had ever tinkered with the frontal lobe of Ambrose Lincoln’s brain. They often talked about it after dark, over whiskey, and behind locked doors. They settled on the electrodes instead, and Lincoln discovered that a man’s mind could be erased time and again, but some fragmented memories still hung like frayed remnants on the backside of his brain, mostly obscure, mostly dark, mostly elusive.

He had slowly been putting them back together again.

Some of the pieces didn’t fit.

Some that did concerned him.

Not even the electrodes could eliminate the fear he had seen in a man’s eyes when the poor bastard knew life was ending, and the only friend he had left in the world was a specter called Death, and Death had not come riding in on a black horse. Death arrived haggard and barefooted, wearing the clothes of a beggar who only heard the voice of someone begging not to die.

Death was never distant.

Death never heard the shot.

Death only claimed the remains, even those it did not particularly want. Death had no other choice. Death took what it was given—the good and the bad, the guilty and the innocent, the saint and the sinner alike.

The great stone walls surrounding the room were awash with silence and varying shades of gray, from pale to black. It was as oppressive as the inside of a tomb.

Even the blonde had stopped laughing.

Lincoln felt as though he was standing in a sacred place.

A holy place.

No Alpha.

No Omega.

No one to hear his prayers.

Ambrose Lincoln had not prayed nor had any reason to pray for a long time.

“Where do you think we are?” the Captain whispered.

“The blonde said we’re dead.”

“The blonde’s crazy as a loon.”

“She’s scared.”

“She scared the hell out of me.”

“Nightmares come from places like this,” Lincoln said.

“This isn’t a nightmare.”

“You pray that it is,” Lincoln said.

“And if my prayers aren’t answered?”

“You’ll never get out,” Lincoln said.

The Captain frowned. He looked around him, and his face grew dark. He watched two men in white cotton pajamas walk together, side by side, into the compartment ahead of him.

Slumped shoulders.

Dragging their feet.

Lifeless.

Right out of the grave.

The gunshot startled him.

It came from right outside the front door.

A second gunshot, and he jerked back around to stare at the compartment.

Only one man walked back out.

Shoulders still slumped.

Dragging his feet.

“I don’t like the odds,” the Captain said.

“The odds between living and dying are honest,” Lincoln said. “And that’s all we can hope for. We all roll the same dice. Only the numbers are different.”

“We could leave, old man,” the Captain said.

“They won’t let you.”

“We could try.” The Captain squared his shoulders. “The light brigade, you know. Just the two of us,” he said. “Charge to the right of them. Charge to the left. I’m game if you are.”

“Hear the gunshot outside?” Lincoln asked.

The Captain nodded.

“Someone tried to leave.”

“At least they had the balls to try.”

“They didn’t make it.”

“How do you know?”

Lincoln grinned through clenched teeth. “No one makes it,” he said.

“I think you and the blonde have a lot in common,” the Captain said.

Lincoln ignored him.

“You’re as crazy as she is,” the Captain said.

Lincoln and the Captain were pushed along as the line of humanity behind and ahead of them moved like the reviled and unfit, walking toward the gallows, slowly making their way to the red line that someone had painted in broad splashes across the floor. It had begun to fade in places, worn down by the shuffling feet of the weary and the wicked.

Lincoln felt a hand grab his arm and squeeze.

He looked around.

It was the blonde.

Her eyes were like cracked marbles with splotches of green and flashes of amber. She was breathing heavily. Her face had tightened and grown taut. She had bitten her lips until they were stained the color of blood.

“I don’t care where we are,” she whispered. “I just want to know why we’re here.”

“Do you remember home?” Lincoln asked.

The blonde shook her head.

“Do you remember the bombing?” he asked.

“No.”

“Do you remember the gunfire in the streets?”

“No.” Her voice had been sanded down to a whisper.

Lincoln smiled.

“One day,” he said, “you won’t remember this either.”

The blonde sighed, her face relaxed, and she forced a smile.

“Are you sure?” she asked.

Lincoln wrapped his arm around her shoulders to reassure her.

It was a useless gesture.

It had absolutely no meaning.

But perhaps it made her feel better.

For a day.

For an hour.

How much time did they have left anyway?

Or had it already been spent22?

He and the British Captain had reached the red line.

A Controller was standing beside a desk, wearing a green woolen uniform and a crooked smile. His teeth were white. Even in the dark room, they were white. He lifted a stack of cards and held them up. Lincoln reached in the deck and drew one. The Captain took another.

“Friends?” the Controller asked pleasantly, his eyes shifting from one man to the other.

“We’ve just met actually,” the Captain said.

“I noticed you talking.”

“Just passing the time of day,” the Captain said.

“There will be plenty of time to pass,” the Controller said.

Lincoln noticed three things about him that were totally unnatural.

His skin was without blemish.

His fingernails were as white as his teeth.

His eyes had black dots but no cornea.

“Where are we?” the blonde asked, anxiety rising in her voice.

“Home,” the Controller said.

“But I live in Krakow,” she said.

“Krakow wasn’t home,” the Controller told her. “It was merely a temporary place to reside while you were on your way home. The journey ends here. You have arrived.”

His voice had a mechanical quality, hard without being harsh.

“I would prefer the train back to Poland,” the blonde said.

“Then I must apologize,” the Controller said.

“Why?”

“The train does not run to Poland anymore.”

Lincoln glanced at the card in his hand.

It was marked 8.

The Captain was straining to look over his shoulder. “It seems, old man, as if I have the same number,” he said.

Lincoln nodded.

Two minutes, he thought.

Maybe less.

Then they would find out what it meant.

He wasn’t for sure he wanted to know.

He feared he already did.
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The door to Compartment Number 8 was already open when the Controller nodded and waved for Ambrose Lincoln to enter a chamber where only a single lamp on the desk fought back against the darkness. The light was dim. It flickered when Lincoln walked inside. If there was a conflict going on, and he doubted it, the darkness was winning.

He paused and glanced around.

The British Captain was right behind him.

The blonde was crying softly as a woman does when she’s frightened and alone and has no idea what will happen to her next in a great stone room that looks like a prison, feels like a prison, and has soldiers who execute anyone making any effort to escape. Lincoln had seen no one die. But he had heard the shots. He had heard them before. The pain still bore deep inside him.

The blonde looked frantically around her.

A stranger.

Lost.

Angry.

Her eyes darted with fright.

She screamed.

No one even turned around to glance at her.

The great stone room swallowed up the scream by the time it left her throat. Sound meant nothing. The silence was so suffocating a man could not hear himself think, and, after a while, he simply stopped thinking. It was better that way.

The space inside was cramped and oppressive, no more than eight feet wide and ten feet long. The ceiling was low enough so that Lincoln and the Captain both had to stoop in order to stand beside the gray metallic desk.

The Judge, in his sixties, had long, flowing silver hair, and his rugged face was as old as the rocks in the cliffs outside. He sat stiffly in a chair covered with horsehide.

Or was the hide human?

Lincoln had wondered about it the first time he saw the chair. His question still had not been answered, and it was a question he would not ask.

It made little difference now.

Nothing made any difference.

A soldier stood on each side of the Judge, straight and formal. They stared ahead and into the darkness.

Their skin was soft and without blemish.

Their fingernails were as white as their teeth.

Their eyes were black dots, hard as ball bearings.

They did not work for the judge.

Nor did they follow the orders of the Controller out front.

They worked for the man in charge.

Death paid their wages.

They were blessed with neither guilt nor innocence.

They had been born with the one thing that separated them from humanity.

A conscience.

Or maybe it had simply been erased.

There were some in certain high places who strongly believed that Lincoln’s conscience had been erased.

He had never told them otherwise.

The Judge spoke softly but clipped his words sharply. His voice sounded as though it came from deep inside a metal barrel.

“Gentlemen,” he said, “please be seated.”

Lincoln eased into a chair at the end of the desk. His eyes never left the Judge. They probed deep within his psyche and his soul.

Both were empty.

Lincoln expected little else.

The Judge nodded. His smile widened at a flicker of recognition. “Welcome back, Mister Lincoln,” he said. “I knew we would meet again someday.”

“I could have been brought before another Judge.”

“I asked for you.”

“Why me?”

“You interest me, Mister Lincoln,” he said. “You interest me a lot.” His grin was nothing more than white teeth and pressed lips, devoid of all humor.

“You have me at a disadvantage,” Lincoln said. “You’re not going anywhere, and I couldn’t run forever.”

“The running is over.”

Lincoln took a deep breath. For the first time in a long time, he felt too tired to run and, besides, he had nowhere to go, and no one would be waiting for him if he made it back across the far side of dark, so why go to the trouble?

The Judge turned to the Captain.

His words were well rehearsed.

The Captain leaned forward, his elbows on the desk, straining to make sure he heard every word. This might or might not be the most important day of his life. He did not want anything important to escape him.

“Life is filled with one crossroad after another, my dear Captain,” the Judge began. “You have reached the final one.”

“How will I know which road to take?” the Captain asked.

“We will make it easy for you,” the Judge said.

The Captain sat rigid in his straight-backed chair, clasped his hands together, and propped them under his chin.

“This looks like a Russian gulag,” he said.

“I can assure you it’s not,” the Judge said.

“But somehow, it has the feel of a German prison camp,” the Captain said.

“Have you been in a German prison camp?” the Judge asked.

“No.”

“Then how do you know?”

“I’ve been there in my nightmares, old man,” the Captain said. “I’d think the Germans had me, hauling me off to someplace like Auschwitz or Breitnau, and I would wake up screaming.”

“This is not a nightmare,” the Judge said. “It is real.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of.”

“You won’t leave screaming,” the Judge said.

“I just want to leave,” the Captain said.

“As you wish,” the Judge said.

From the dark side of the metallic gray desk, Lincoln watched him pull a pair of dice, gray and dirty, streaked and cracked, fashioned from bone, probably human, as old as time itself.

They were neither round nor square but faceted with dozens of surfaces, and each flat place bore a number, and the numbers, when added together, measured the number of grains of sand on a beach that no longer possessed a sea.

The Judge placed the dice in front of the British Captain.

“This is how you know,” he said.

“Know what?”

“Which of the crossroads you must take.”

“What do I do with them?” the Captain asked.

“Roll them, please.”

The Captain did.

When the dice were lying still again, the Judge’s eyes flashed from number to number. He smiled, shrugged, and said softly, “You are under three.”

“How do you know?” the Captain wanted to know.

“I invented the dice,” the Judge said.

“How long have you been in this place?” the Captain asked, his words running together, his voice hoarse.

His hands were shaking beside the dice.

“I can remember the stars,” the Judge said.

“How long ago was that?”

“When the moon hung in the sky.”

The Judge laughed.

It was an old joke.

He was the only one who ever thought it humorous.

The Judge handed the dice to Lincoln. “Please be quick about it,” he said. “You have already stayed longer than is necessary.”

The dice danced across the table.

They spun.

And bounced.

And rolled.

The Judge had them added by the time the smallest one came to a stop.

“A nine,” he said.

The Captain took a deep breath, squared his shoulders, fought to restore a measure of his dignity, and asked, “Who won?”

“You did.”

A slow grin played across the Captain’s face.

The soldier shot him in the back of the head before he ever heard the pistol fire. His world went black in an instant, and his soul bounced wildly into the dark—somewhere on the far side of the stars that shone down on a world that had given up its stars and kept only the passing of time. Eternity had no clock.

The Captain found what he had hoped to find: peace in a world without war, a place to sleep away the nights, never disturbed by daylight or the mortal sins that condemned man from the moment of his birth.

Death.

Greed.

Jealousy.

Ambition.

Power.

And love.

The Captain left his anxieties and his fears scattered across the top of a gray metallic desk in Compartment Number 8.

The Judge turned to Lincoln and smiled apologetically. “I’m sorry,” he said.

“We can’t all be lucky,” Lincoln said.

“Some are doomed to try again.”

“Until I get it right?” Lincoln’s grin had twisted into a sneer.

“You won’t get it right,” the Judge said.

“Why not?”

“I know you,” the Judge said. “I know you are not like the rest of them. I cannot read your thoughts. I do not know what is hidden behind your eyes. I just know that in one of my weaker moments, I gave you life. I don’t want it back.”

Ambrose Lincoln walked out of the compartment and crossed a crowded rock floor where the legions stood awaiting their own roll of the dice. No one knew. No one suspected. The gunshots came at such regular intervals no one heard them anymore. Their lives would be changed forever in an instant inside a cramped compartment, eight feet by ten feet, with a single roll of the dice.

Two would enter.

One would leave.

It was the
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