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			Prologue

			Yes, Luna, a letter. Smirk if you must. With email gone, what else can I do? But it’s good. Aldrin sees me with pen and paper. He could pick up worse habits. Unless I’m mistaken, the last time I wrote to you by hand was my Peru trip sophomore year. I remember my longing, if not my words. I’m sure you could recite my promises. How many have I broken? I’ll make none now.

			And yes, Aldrin knows I’m writing to you. He asks about you less often now, but still. Just earlier: Arms, can we visit Luna’s family in Mex-io someday? I corrected him, although I suspect he was teasing: There is no longer a Mexico, per se, and Luna lost touch with her folks. He looked dejected, but then said: So I can call it what I like. How about Ex-ico? 

			That reads cuter than he came off. He’s become a cocky eight-year-old. Yes, eight. All parents say childhood years race past, but they have no idea. My boy is quite normal. My boy is quite special. What parent doesn’t think these things? I take cues from Ride, who manages Aldrin’s advancements in stride. She keeps pace without divulging amazement. That’s perfect for a big sister, right? Never look impressed, that’s our Ride.

			Were you here, you’d share Ride’s cool. She inherited it from you, after all, as did Aldrin—the way you measure with your looks, how you hover like the moon.

			Sorry, I miss you. It comes out in bad similes. It’s true, though, as unsettling as it may sound, Aldrin has your stillness. And yet, in recent months, I see my anxiety emerging, as well. In this way, he and I grow closer.

			I note other developments. Yesterday, Aldrin woke early and headed straight to the brook. Ride and I found him using limbs and stones to block the water. He’d managed to divert the flow over the bank to create a pool, flooding a small glade. This, I assure you, was not our suggestion. He said he woke with the idea. Ride got on his case. You’ll swamp the roots of those beautiful elms, she told him. It’s not good to mess with the habitat. Aldrin was unperturbed. Beavers do it, he said. For a reason, Ride countered. It went on.

			How should I take this behavior? He devised his own test, I suspect to gauge our reaction. Taking such initiative—the temerity—it’s concerning, right? Don’t answer.

			I’m proud of Aldrin, I confess. I believe you when you say you want no part of him. Nevertheless, it feels wrong you’re not here to share the parenting with me. I can’t feel unmarried. I’m barely half what parents should be. But you’re present, despite your disavowal. You carry through in Ride and me. Aldrin senses you. I’m sorry.

			Hell, I’d have refused this role too, but the alternative, as you know, terrifies me in ways that make fatherly jitters trivial. And as he grows, he grows on me, and so mingled with my wonder, with my love, is fear of what he may mature into—what he needs to become. Does every father fear his son’s potential? I’m thinking no, not until it’s too late.

			Much more to relate. I’ll write again soon.

			Love always, regardless, 

			Arms

		

		
			Part 1

		

		
			This let me crave, since near your grove the road

			To hell lies open, and the dark abode

			Which Acheron surrounds, th’ innavigable flood;

			Conduct me thro’ the regions void of light,

			And lead me longing to my father’s sight.

			—The Aeneid, Book VI by Virgil Translated by John Dryden

		

		
			DAY 1

			This morning, for the first time, I left Black Hornet. I climbed over Boise Ridge into the world and kept going until I hit the trailhead at Five Mile Gulch. I walked for some time longer, and now here I rest, writing while there’s still light.

			I need to find Arms. I hope to find Ride as well, but that may have to wait.

			At the top of the ridge, I paused before getting on my way. I sat with Gordon and rested against his sunny-hot back, his north side that looks out into the world. I felt the shifting breeze on my face, the stone behind. Gordon is the grandest boulder I know. I call him Gordon because he’s full and low and has upper lumps like a bull napping in a meadow. Gordon is a good name for big things. Clark and Lori called their bull Gordon. Clark and Lori were farmers who lived nearby and the other two people I knew, but they’ve now gone as well.

			With my back against him, Gordon and I hummed our low-note song. We passed the notes back and forth, three notes descending in thirds, then one rising a half step. It’s off-putting, that half step. It’s discomforting, and so comforting when we return to the three whole notes. Unease and ease. 

			On that ridge looking out into the world, I felt a twinge under my ribs, like eagerness and unease at odds. I will not know the boulders or the trails I come upon. I will see trees I’ve never seen and, with each new turn, unfamiliar things. I will see new people. If I simmer the roots of meadow salsify to make a tea, it may help settle this feeling. Arms showed me pages about plant species that live in Idaho, many outside Black Hornet. I hope to see many species and make use of them, maybe elk thistle, maybe Oregon grape. One of the real songs Arms taught me is Heard It Through A Grapevine. I hope to see a railroad.

			Such a pleasure, writing in this unused notebook. I found it years ago, hidden on a bookshelf. Arms acted surprised. He made like it was mine, mine to keep, though I think he’d been saving it for himself. I was young, but I could write and did write every day. I asked if it was new. He said, New is hard to come by. Make do. 

			Hard to come by and make do were expressions Arms used.

			The notebook’s covers are scuffed and the edges rough. Inside, the lower margins are water stained, but all the pages are blank, page after page. Before Arms left, I filled three other notebooks, first from front to back, then back to front between the lines, then forward again around the margins in tight square spirals. After Arms left, I filled another, but this one I saved for today. It’s whole and blank, so making do is easy.

			Arms told Ride and me, Write every day to learn about yourselves. To learn about the world, read every day. Hear what others have to say. We had no books written by people who live now, but as I go into the world, I am sure to meet them. They may offer me their stories, and I can offer them these pages.

			So if you are reading this, welcome. I write to learn about me, but I also write for you. And maybe someday, I’ll sing it too. 

			How I like to sing! I know four real songs from the world, and I sing many things. It’s nice to hear a voice out loud. 

			ARMS and the man I sing.

			This is Virgil’s opening sentence from The Aeneid, and I include it to welcome you. I make use of it. I draw courage from it. It gives me pride. Thank you, Virgil. 

			Arms never needed to ask for The Aeneid by name because it was our special book from before I can recall. When Arms would read me Virgil’s first line, how could I not think it was written just for me? And yet Aeneas, Arms explained, was a man of war—ARMS of war.

			So, no, Virgil’s ARMS is not my Arms, but The Aeneid is ours, always our book.

			Did Virgil sing? To hear his words in that way, how sweet that would be.

			I carry our copy of The Aeneid next to my notebook and, to trade, many tinctures I’ve brewed and herbals I’ve dried. These things are weighty, and these things are necessary.

			The sixth new moon of the year rose six nights ago, and so I’m now living my sixteenth year. 

			After descending the ridge, I followed a deer trail well into the afternoon. I saw no new people. I caught the sound of a scurrying doe about the size of Molly, but if it was her, she didn’t know me outside of Black Hornet because off she ran. Or maybe my feet sound different out here, not knowing the trails. 

			Once I reached the Five Mile Gulch human-made trail and walked it for some time, I thought for sure, but still no new people. I did find a candy wrapper. Gummy Fire Cats. It smelled like a fruit, but I don’t know which.

			DAY 2

			For breakfast today, I ate one and a half serviceberry cakes, leaving me with four and a half in my pack. I brewed my tea from the wild strawberry leaves I found by the stream. There should be some camas nearby, so I’ll gather bulbs for dinner and for tomorrow. I’ll also check the next fence line. That’s where meadow salsify grows. They look like big, fluffy dandelions.

			Arms did not find me in my dreams last night, but Ride was there. She showed me a trick on her bike, one wheel aloft, spinning slowly. We pedaled up roads of soft pebbles, Ride running circles around me, and next up a steep hill. My wheels lost hold in the dry soil, and I slipped back while Ride went airborne, hair flaming orange, surrounded by brown-gray birds, maybe starlings, maybe cowbirds. 

			With this morning’s chill and misty drops, I expect again I’ll see no one, but the rain is bound to break. Maybe later people will come out to walk in the sun. 

			Off I go. Today I hope to find newspapers as well.

			I now know three people in the world: Jordan Kolowitz, Mel Chan, and Zoomoo. Also, I know Alice, who is here tonight, lying with me. I’m so full of new things, it will be hard to sleep. Mel Chan’s garage smells bad from his truck’s oil and gas. He gave me two blankets for the floor. I’m thinking, as a guest, I should stay in here to be polite and not outside where it smells right. And there’s a light, so I can write about my day.

			The sun did not break through early today as I’d hoped. It rained steadily all afternoon. Still no people on the Five Mile Gulch trail. My rain parka is too tight. If I can find some fabric, I’ll open the back seam and add room. 

			I entered pine-sheltered woods. The trees had been planted long ago in straight rows, tall, respectful, swaying Douglas firs, not the hemlocks and yews of Black Hornet. I sang their song as best I could. Creaky sorrow. Not much beneath their dark cover, yet, though early in the season, I found blue chanterelles. Arms loves the gold chanterelles we find in Black Hornet. Blues are hard to come by. 

			The trail opened out into a broad meadow, human-made as well, cleared for a line of electricity power towers that stretched to the north, up and over some foothills, and south, down through a cleft and around a bend into a vale. At the base of the nearest tower, set in a big concrete post, an old sign read HIGH VOLTAGE. It was rusted scrawled with paint: MY NAME IS AI OVERLORD. LOOK ON MY WORKS. Around the next post farther up the hill, I found plenty of meadow salsify and rosehips too. I climbed, but the metal was coarse from corrosion, and I only got so high before my legs shook. Looking out toward the south beyond the bend, I saw over the cottonwoods that there was a road. I watched until my fingers hurt. I saw no people or cars. 

			I continued to the other side of the meadow where the trail cut downward into birch and then into the cottonwoods. It was well past noon and hard not to think about eating. Then, the path dropped into a down-sloping meadow. I could see the road ahead. The rain fell heavier, fat and solid, but the wind calmed. I found a small thicket of cedar on a hillside by the road and sat beneath it with the small bit of camas mash I’d brought from home. I chewed some of the rosehips, but with all the hiking and climbing, I was still hungry. It may have been eagerness-hunger. I opened Lori’s cheese. 

			I was considering a second small chunk when I heard a truck crunching on the gravel from the east beyond the curve, its engine moaning from the weight it hauled. I have only known one truck, Clark’s flatbed. This one was heavier, with tires that looked too big, raising it way above the road humps. The body was painted a red hardly different from the rust it tried to cover. It had a bed like Clark’s but also a wood frame built to support a canvas cover that rocked with the dips in the road, the cover bulging and swaying under the full load.

			It stopped when it got to me, and I could smell all sorts of truck things. The driver slid over far enough to put his head by the passenger window and asked me, You Lost Boy? 

			I misunderstood it in that way, having not heard a person’s voice in some time and never one of the world. It sounded like he was looking for Lost Boy. He waited while I thought. 

			I said, I’m heading north but walked south when I saw this road. Would this road take me somewhere to buy newspapers?

			This road can’t, but I can, he said. Come on.

			Inside, the driver’s smell hit me, much like the short-style onion paste Arms used to smear on my chigger bites. Also, there was a grease odor that could have been old, cooked meat or farts. 

			The truck rocked back and then grumbled its way up the incline. We were off.

			He wore an orange cap set back on his head so the brim nearly touched the roof. It bore a symbol formed from two or three intertwined letters that I failed to decipher. He said, I’m Jordan Kolowitz, but in a way that made it sound like a question. He looked at me and then the road and then looked again at different parts of me. I opened my pack to stow the cheese and knife. 

			Then he said, Goat? 

			This time it was clearly a question, but he didn’t wait for me to think. He said, I’m looking to know a new source. My source, whom we can call Toby, did a disservice to the Twenny Niners. In fact, Toby’s brother and him got into it bad with the Niners, and since then, not Toby nor his brother, whom we can call Sandy, have appeared at our meeting spot. It’s been weeks. People couldn’t get enough of Toby’s Humboat, which is goat, which people love. That goat?

			I cut him off a chunk.

			He smelled it. When he took a bite, his face did a variety of things, causing his beard to wiggle this way and that.

			Yes, it’s goat, I said. I felt confident with my reply.

			He raised his eyebrows and kept chewing. Somewhere, he said, if Toby and Sandy are gone as I imagine them to be, there’s lots of goats full of milk. But we don’t know where their place was ’cause they were clever that way. Were you to consider revealing your source, I can make it worth your while. 

			The only answer I could have given would have been a lie. Arms and Clark, in particular, always spotted my lies. Lori I think, too, but she would just change the subject.

			I grabbed a folded-up newspaper near my feet. Is it okay if I read this? I said. 

			He shrugged, which seemed like yes. 

			It was the Idaho Courier, but it looked old. 

			Is today May 12, 2045? I asked him. He said, It’s more like the second week in June 2046, maybe the third.

			I checked for ads on the last two pages anyway, and sure enough, there was one for Cumae Insurance. Cumae is an important place name in The Aeneid. The tiny type at the bottom of the ad warned about all the things Cumae Insurance was not responsible for. That went on for ten lines. Then the wording became jumbled and the last four lines contained strings of letters that weren’t words. I’d found the code Arms taught me to look for, but of course it was a year out of date, so useless to me now. 

			Looking for work? Jordan said. I can maybe use help offloading. If you don’t trust green, I got elk jerky. And then he said, And if you can see your way to revealing your goat source, I can keep you on for tomorrow and the next day ’cause I’m heading into Boise. I’ll need someone to watch the truck and help me load. But I can’t have an employee who won’t trust me with his source ’cause trust is a bedrock of an employee-employer relationship. 

			I explained I don’t eat animal meat. He offered grape raisins instead, which I’ve eaten once and truly enjoyed. I also said, We’ll see about the employment. 

			We’ll see was an expression Arms would use whenever Ride asked if she could pierce her nose. 

			Sure, we’ll see, said Jordan, which gave me assurance that he too understood. Then, he said, We’ll be offloading at Mel Chan’s. He added, Which, yes, is a store. But you won’t find a job out this way in a newspaper, unless you’re looking to get conscripted into the Guard. And, by the way, you should watch out for them showing up at Chan’s. And for that matter, the Twenny Niners of which I was speaking, might make an appearance, or the Final Standines and, God forbid, the Free-For-Three, unless you’re of that ilk already.

			He took his foot off the accelerator until we were nearly at a standstill and looked my way.

			I made a mistake then. I think the prospect of losing out on the grape raisins loosened my tongue. No, I’m not one of them, I told him, and also quoted Arms who says guns, rifles, violence, and other forms of armed resistance are self-defeating because they only serve to trigger violent interactions. 

			Jordan scratched under his beard and then got the truck rolling again. Who’s Arms now? he said.

			I could see changing the subject wouldn’t work. I said, Arms is my dad. Short for Armstrong.

			Okay then, he said. And you’re called what? 

			Aldrin, I told him. 

			And that’s when Jordan Kolowitz told me he grew up in the city of Chicago when it was still functioning. He seemed to take pride in his memories of such things as his family’s brick home, his uncle’s motorcycles, and of accompanying his father to work installing floor tiles in huge buildings. He once rode an elevator to the top of one of the tallest buildings on Earth.

			I wanted to know more, but Jordan began doling out each bit of information like Ride’s game of Truth or Dare, expecting details about me in return. I thought it best to pretend Chicago wasn’t interesting.

			We were quiet for some time. The rain clouds finally broke and revealed the sun lower than I’d expected. The road took a steep upward jog, and we turned northwest onto a length mostly paved, but Jordan still had to swerve this way and that to skirt bad spots. 

			The motion lulled me. I found the blurring brush on the roadside calming. 

			At a point, he asked, Are you singing? I was.

			Then, as we came to a mound in the road, I looked out my window onto railroad tracks. We hopped over quickly, but I was able to see old rail cars sitting a ways down. I asked Jordan if he’d ever ridden on a railroad train. He had. It ran through the city of Chicago and climbed above the streets high enough to see into people’s windows, people who lived or worked up in tall buildings. He said the train would then plunge underground, like a roller coaster, something he’d never ridden but had once seen operational. I told Jordan that Arms once described a roller coaster after using it as a metaphor.

			Jordan asked me if Arms made the cheese. I said no and tried not to talk anymore. 

			We passed someone’s house. It was set back among thick red cedars, so I couldn’t make out if it was lived in. Then, when we turned onto another road, I saw six houses, all close by the roadside, some with cars, many with intact glass windows. Two kids, boys, played in front of one house. They had a pushcart. One boy was inside, the other rocked the cart and tried to dump him out. That was their game, one they likely invented. For Ride and me, inventing was as fun as playing, often more so. 

			Two more turns along the lane, and we came to Mel Chan’s. His placard was hard to read. I could only make out GEN AL STORE, being that it was obscured by a hearty clump of black hawthorn, the berries of which are still yellow, weeks away from ripeness. I’ve seen pictures of stores, so I was expecting dresses or food behind windows and boards that told you how much things cost. Mel Chan’s windows were covered with metal gridwork and planks. 

			Propping open the door to Mel Chan’s was a big cushion chair occupied by a very small old woman. She sat in the sun, mending a shirt with needle and thread. Jordan called out, Mel? The old woman nodded to her left without looking up from her work.

			Jordan drove in that direction around to the far side of the store building, passing under two poles supporting what was left of a blue-and-red sign. Some words were still readable: DIESEL and FOOD MART. 

			 He got out and kicked at a wide metal door. After a few minutes and clanking noises, the door opened from the bottom up. It slid on rails and, as it rose, divided into sections that tilted to the horizontal and tucked away inside. Mel Chan was doing the pushing. Since I was by far the tallest present, I helped with the final heave. 

			Jordan and Mel Chan exchanged remarks about items Jordan had failed to procure. Jordan unbound his canvas tarp, then waved for me. Together, we uncovered the cargo, which included crates and grain bags. Mel Chan walked me inside his storage area and pointed out where each item was to go. Nothing was too heavy for me to carry myself, so Jordan left the unloading to me.

			Jordan talked in whispers to Mel Chan, who seemed aggravated. Soon, they were laughing. Jordan said to me, Any more like you at home? And they laughed more. I laughed too, although I didn’t fully understand.

			Their conversation continued in this joking manner, and I tried my best to contribute while I finished offloading, but then I asked Mel Chan about newspapers and the laughing stopped. He said that, in exchange for doing some chores, he could give me not only today’s Idaho Courier but tomorrow’s Boise Voice, once delivered.

			I told Jordan I would not be able to be his employee tomorrow. I apologized. Jordan accused me of holding out to give Mel Chan my goat source. I assured Jordan that was not my intention. 

			As he tied down his tarps, Jordan told me I’d have to find my grape raisins elsewhere, which seemed hurtful, given I’d done the work I promised. Mel Chan said I could find grape raisins in his store. That’s when Jordan hopped down from the truck and got very close to Mel Chan. He told him he was being cavalier about protections. Mel Chan stood firm, hands on his hips. Jordan got into his truck and turned it around but, before leaving, let Mel Chan know that trust is the bedrock of any supplier-vendor relationship. And lastly, he said, The Standines are right about you people. 

			Mel Chan kept his eyes on Jordan’s truck until it was gone from sight, then turned to go inside. He said, I can feed you first or you can do your chores. I said food. He said, Smart choice. Zoomoo’s making mapo.

			Zoomoo is Mel Chan’s mother. She cooks in a room behind the store that has a sink, a stove, a small bed in the corner, and an indoor toilet in a closet. Mel Chan said Zoomoo has a nice house nearby where his sons and daughter live, but he’s at the store most of the time and needs to sleep within hearing distance of his stockroom. He left the kitchen to take care of a customer in the store.

			Zoomoo’s shelves held jars and tins filled with herbs, syrups, oils, and spices, all labeled in a Chinese language. She chuckled when I asked if I could watch how she cooked. She stirred an oily red sauce with a smell so pungent it stung my nose. She said she’d used quail in her mapo, but preferred pork when they could get it. I explained about eating meat, so she began a new batch without. I knew some of the ingredients she worked with, but by their Idaho names. Others came from farther out in the world, like the soybeans she’d fermented into cakes.

			Her wrinkles up close are a wonder. They cross, forming tiny patterns, making perfect turns around her features. They looked like a language that would, were I to learn it, explain how her life had gone. I said, I’ve never met anyone as old as you, to which she said, You sure know how to charm a girl.

			Zoomoo’s soy cake was smooth like pudding, and her sauce hit with a tang, soon overtaken by a burn, spreading and tingling the skin on my neck and cheeks. She gave me seconds and added rice, which was more delicate on the tongue than any I’d eaten. 

			In the room was a green plastic radio box. Zoomoo was listening to music from China, but not the region her people were from. The musical scale was different from the songs I know. I had fun trying to sing along, and I made Zoomoo laugh. On the kitchen wall hung an old photo of Zoomoo’s parents on the farm they owned in California. It was taken, in her memory, during a happy time. But I was a kid, she said. Kids don’t understand.

			I carried bags of grain and cases of canned goods from the stockroom into the store. Mel Chan taught me how to stack things in ways that make the shelves look fuller. The grain barrels had high bottoms for that same reason. The store was clean and smelled of fresh lavender, onions, and mint, all of which filled baskets near the front. The Idaho Courier was also stacked by the front. Mel Chan put one to the side and patted it. When you’re done, he said. 

			After chores, I stood in the sunshine, my back to the front doorpost, imagining how I might greet a customer or joke with the next delivery driver. The air was still and interrupted only by the house finches filling a tall hemlock. Chip, chipridip. 

			I took my newspaper to the kitchen and found Mel Chan sitting there, listening to the radio. A black dog with tan spots stood and greeted me. That’s Alice. The radio played a conversation between two men speaking in a Chinese language. They spoke forcefully, but with occasional laughs, so the topic must not have been all that serious.

			Mel Chan said Alice comes by late each day to accompany Zoomoo back to the house, then back again to stay the night with him at the store. He pointed to his cot and said, I’ve got a shotgun under there. 

			I asked if it was the Standines who gave him trouble. He said, Not so much. They talk shit about me to others. Once they wrote INFILTRATOR on my wall. They’re too cowardly to come at me, but they try to get people around here riled up. The Twenny Niners, they get personal pleasure from doing damage, but they need my goods. One day, they’ll get it in their heads to break in and take what they want. So here I am, waiting, every night. And then there’s the Free-For-Three. Thank God they aren’t interested in the valley area for now. They’re on a mission, so there’s no reasoning. 

			What would you do? I asked him. He said it’s pointless to plan for some types of disasters, and the Free-For-Three showing up would be in that category. 

			We sat listening to the discussion on the radio. My Chinese is sketchy, Mel Chan said, and I rarely hear them say anything consequential. I’m not sure why I bother.

			I told him that Arms would sometimes argue with Clark and Lori about the Chinese. Clark and Lori were raised in a time when Americans pledged themselves to America. They would say, The Chinese think they could run this country better than we can. Arms didn’t have anything good to say to Clark and Lori about either government but would tell me that every people want the best for their own. 

			 Mel Chan nodded. You don’t have to defend the Chinese on my account, he said. I’m American. My family stopped being Chinese when they came here three generations ago. 

			Alice brought me a ragged rabbit doll, so I sat on the floor and held on while she sunk her teeth in and shook her head. I asked Mel Chan if he thought the Chinese could run things better than the American government. He said, There is no American government, just pathetic men with a weak grip on the past. They wish they knew what the Chinese know about control. But the joke’s on them because Americans never could handle being controlled. That’s why we’re Americans.

			And Chinese people can? I said. Mel Chan laughed. Well, he said, they like it when the electricity works and water flows from their faucets. Americans would rather live like lawless pigs.

			I surrendered the rabbit to Alice. She laid it back at my ankles, so I tossed it for her. 

			I asked if control is why Americans didn’t like artificial intelligence, and he said, Maybe, but the Chinese understood control for thousands of years before AI. And only fools blame America’s problems on AI.

			I asked him about a story that carried the biggest title on the front of the Idaho Courier. It said, Logan Denies Chi Ties. Mel Chan explained that Logan is the regent governor of South Idaho, meaning the Feds gave him the job. It used to be that governors were elected. Logan is a huge landowner and bargained with the Feds for even more land. In exchange, he does whatever the Feds need. 

			The article made it sound like Logan was working for the Chinese, not the Feds. I felt like Arms’s advice about not trusting governments applied. Mel Chan agreed but also warned me not to believe anything the Idaho Courier writes. He said, When AI wrote all the articles, it was harder to tell where the lies were coming from. Thank God that’s over with, but now the Secessionists own the Courier and their message is clear. They want to replace Logan with a governor willing to join up with Oregon and form a country, like Texana did. They invent all kinds of discrediting bullshit about Logan.

			I asked if he thinks the Secessionists will win. Mel Chan said, They’d love to take Logan out, but he’s rich enough to build his own army. Plus, he has the Standines in his pocket. So the best the Secessionists can do is make Logan look like a Chinese puppet, which is ironic because he’s a puppet of the Feds. People have an easier time hating the Chinese than the Feds. 

			I found it all puzzling. Mel Chan smiled and said, We all have trouble keeping the players straight. 

			What confused me weren’t the players, but that none of them were worthy of Mel Chan’s trust, someone with a family to care for. I also thought, somehow none of these problems feel threatening to me, Ride, and Arms. I guess I imagine that all will be well again once we’re back together, as if returning to Black Hornet would render all harmless.

			Mel Chan told me to bed down in the storeroom but to sleep light because he half-expects Jordan Kolowitz will be back to pull something. 

			I laid the Courier out on the garage floor and flipped through each wide page, enjoying the still-crisp feel and the woody smell. The printed rows were orderly but spottily inked and disrupted by awkward mis-spacings. I could feel the touch of the people who made it and could see why Mel Chan was glad AI was no longer in control. 

			I found the ad on the inside back page, this time for Actium, an accounting company. As before, I found a long string of nonsense letters buried in the tiny print. I had the code. I left the ad intact in the paper as Arms taught me and copied the coded parts into my notebook. With luck, I’d find the cipher tomorrow in the Boise Voice. 

			I read more stories. One was about a water control station torn apart with a construction machine. The mayor of the nearby town credited the Twenny Niners, who claim they fight for the rights of people denied water due to rationing. I couldn’t tell if the mayor was angry or happy about the destruction, which seemed like it would make it harder, not easier, for people to get the water they need. The article seemed to support an accusation that a big farmer named Whitford was responsible. He’s in a water battle with Logan. 

			Then, there was a story about a mother who sold a bodily organ, they wouldn’t say which, because her two sons owed so much in taxes that the Feds threatened to conscript them into the Guard. She was jailed, not for the organ, but for bribing a Fed officer. There was also a cartoon about a robot, but I couldn’t figure out why it was funny.

			Alice scratched at the door. Now, she’s lying next to me, her back curled against my ribs. I’ll rest my head next to her and smell her instead of the old oil. 

			DAY 3

			I’m waiting for the delivery of the Boise Voice, which Mel Chan says arrives around noon on Thursdays. It’s past that now. I’m using the time to write. 

			Alice nuzzled me up before dawn. We took a walk, and as the sun came up, I spotted some mature wild ginger in among the ladyfern of a cedar grove. I also pulled up quite a few short-style onions. Alice led me to those no doubt because she smelled the marmots who’d been digging at them.

			Zoomoo was happy with what we brought her. She knew how to find ginger, but not onions. I suggested she ask Alice, which was a joke, I guess between Alice and me. Zoomoo cooked me oats and that’s when I got my grape raisins along with some toasted pine nuts, which together in the porridge were so delicious I don’t have words. 

			Mel Chan was out with his truck, picking up from Sue’s Grains and Feed because Sue’s guy couldn’t deliver today. I wanted to be useful, so I found a wrench and climbed up on the roof to see if I could correct the wind turbine. It was clearly not oriented properly. I had trouble with a rusted bolt but found a short length of iron pipe to put on the end of the wrench for leverage. I turned the assembly about fifteen degrees west and locked it back down.

			I remember now that I dreamed of a coyote last night. I was trying to dismantle a computer but became frustrated. I removed panels and pulled at wires, which became tangled roots that, as I pulled, drew out animal parts. The coyote circled around and observed. He asked me to follow him out of Black Hornet, but I couldn’t locate my bug-out pack. In the end, I did follow him, but I’ve forgotten the rest.

			Risha and Blaze. That makes five people I know in the world. I hope to know Blaze for a long time, but may have seen the last of Risha, which is probably for the best. 

			I’ll describe what happened today while the fire’s high enough to throw light.

			Mel Chan returned from Sue’s with his grain about an hour after noon. Once I’d offloaded and organized the bags in the storeroom, I found him out front, standing with his arms crossed, eyes on the road. He told me Jordan Kolowitz had been to Sue’s. 

			He had a guy named Lancaster along with him, said Mel Chan, who is a Twenny’s belonger. They leaned hard on Sue not to sell to me anymore. 

			I asked Mel if Jordan was still offended by what I did. He shrugged and said, Sue doesn’t normally take orders from Jordan, but she’s got plenty to worry about without pissing off the Twenny’s. She gave me what I needed, but maybe for the last time. And I expect when Jordan comes by next, he’ll have one of those morons with him, and his prices will be a lot steeper. 

			I was wondering how to apologize for what seemed like my doing. Mel Chan asked me if I could stay on. He said, I can probably give you ten dollars a week some weeks. At least seven, and meals. We’ll find a bed.

			I asked about the Boise Voice delivery. He said, No, not this week if they’re not here by now. But likely next. 

			I said, If you want me for violence, I don’t know if I’d be any good at it. 

			The idea, he said, is it wouldn’t come to that if you’re standing there with me and Alice, a big kid like you, holding a bat. These people are ignorant cowards, you understand. 

			I asked about the rest of his family. Truth is, they’re gone, he said. We lost Paul to sepsis. Sammy got conscripted last spring, and Janice said she and her boyfriend would circle back this year, but I’m not sure. 

			I didn’t know the right way to say no. If I wait a week for the Boise Voice, I might not have the Idaho Courier that matches, and then I’d need to wait another week. 

			Mel Chan could see me struggling. He said, Look, clear your head this afternoon. I could maybe make sure it was ten every week. 

			I said it wasn’t that and I’d let him know.

			I’d seen a loon overhead swooping down east, so Alice and I headed that way, following a muddy stream bed to a marshy glen. There, I found a nice spread of wild strawberry. I took three plants, roots and all, and gathered some field mint as well. I sat for a while as Alice rooted around by the water. The loon didn’t land, probably due to her. 

			In the quiet, I thought about a part of The Aeneid, the opening of Book V, when Aeneas is sailing off from Carthage and turns back to see the funeral pyre burning for the woman he loved. 

			Then, casting back his eyes, with dire amaze,

			Sees on the Punic shore the mounting blaze.

			The cause unknown; yet his presaging mind

			The fate of Dido from the fire divin’d.

			Aeneas left when he realized his captivation with Dido had distracted him from his mission. Dido, in her grief, threw herself from a cliff.

			I found Zoomoo and Mel Chan eating in the kitchen. Zoomoo stood to get me a plate. I said, I don’t think I can stay on like you asked, so you don’t have to feed me. 

			I laid out the foraging on her table and explained how I brew my favorite tea from two parts wild strawberry leaves and one part field mint. I also explained that the mint in a tincture concentrate is good for sore joints, which I know trouble her. 

			Zoomoo pushed me into a chair and gave me Choy Sum from her garden, cooked with the onion and ginger I’d given her earlier. 

			I would like to come back and help you out, I told Mel Chan, but I don’t think I should promise. I left Black Hornet because I have something important to do for my family. 

			Mel Chan waved his hand. 

			I also left them a bottle, extract of yarrow, which I told them stops bleeding and is a good disinfectant. Zoomoo looked uneasy. Maybe she thought I expected violence to come their way, and yes, maybe that was in my thoughts, along with the sepsis that took her grandson.

			Mel Chan gave me four dollars. On an old map hanging in the storeroom, he traced the way to Rosie Springs, where I’d find a pharmacy that sells newspapers. 

			If you’re set on this, he said, you should get going while there’s daylight. 

			Mel Chan held onto Alice, so she wouldn’t follow. I took a shortcut over a wooded hill by way of an old logging trail and came to a southeast-bound paved lane winding along beside a creek. With all the twists and turns, I could see it would take most of tomorrow to walk to Rosie Springs. The newspapers could all be gone by then. I’ve been without Arms for so long, I’m not sure why waiting a week or two feels intolerable. Maybe it’s that I’m seeing dangers in the world and, for the first time, fear for him.

			A car and three trucks passed within the first hour, and the only one heading my way ignored my thumb. Then, Risha stopped. She had a big yellow car with a back cargo space stuffed with clothing. Most of the back seat was taken up by clothes, too, all hanging from a rack she’d rigged. Most were brightly colored dresses in flower patterns.

			She is what people call a redhead. Her hair was gathered up in a bunch, but some had come loose, some of it gray. She wore a pink, checked shirt with no sleeves. Her upper arms had fat that wobbled when she turned the wheel, more fat than Lori, and she had a bigger chest too.

			Risha smiled a lot and called me sweetie. She talked more and faster than anyone I knew. She talked about her thriving business selling clothes, which she did door-to-door and at market days in towns all over Southern Idaho. She got her supplies from stores in Boise, clothes the store had given up trying to sell. Once a year, she went all the way to Portland to get women’s shoes. I could see she enjoyed talking about work, so I asked why she thought she could sell the same dress a store couldn’t, and she said rural women had different tastes. 

			Risha asked if there were women in my life who might like a summer dress because she had some lovely calicos. I said, No, but thank you. She squinted at me and asked, Are you out here all on your own, sweetie? I said, Yes, but I’ve been on my own for quite some time. 

			To change the subject, I asked if she had a parka in my size, without considering how I might buy it. She said, No, but I do have some T-shirts that might fit you. 

			And then she asked, Are you on your way home? Where is it you’re from exactly? Does your family know where you are? 

			Evading these questions would be hard. Arms always stressed that Black Hornet was our special place that could only stay that way if we kept it to ourselves. I thought it might be best to get out of the car but couldn’t come up with a reason.

			I told Risha I was on my way to see family, which was true enough. I also implied Clark and Lori were around if I needed them, which was no longer true. Regardless, it was a mistake to pique Risha’s curiosity.

			She chewed her lip. So, Lori, she said, would that be Lori Macomber up in Cascade by any chance? I can’t recall her husband’s

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
					Electrical power rationing. Action: Optimize and reallocate existing resources. Status: Completed

					Previously undetected Fusarium spp. fungus threatening sweet potato, pea, oat, lentil, etc. crops. Action: Instate immediate field sanitation procedures and weekly farm tool decontamination, revise crop rotation schedule. Status: In progress.

					Service assignment morale. Action: Address simmering worker unrest at MAJA and GOLI with immediate adjustments to individualized work schedules designed to sync with behavioral/family concerns/factors. Status: In progress.

					Board security matter. Action: Classified—Level 3. Status: Classified—Level 3.

					Geothermal contamination. Action: Reengineer latest geotherm exchange system plans to add better venting for vapor release likely to contain hazardous amounts of hydrogen sulfide, ammonia, methane, and carbon dioxide and reroute discharged dissolved solids containing sulfur, chlorides, silica compounds, vanadium, arsenic, mercury, nickel, and other heavy metals. Status: In progress.

					Vitamin D deficiency. Action: Manufacture long-chain omega-3 fatty acid supplements to correct dangerous vitamin D dietary insufficiency, particularly among children, due to vegetarian menus. Status: In progress.

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
					Official reprimand: banned from the board for life

					Above, plus: confinement to quarters for 6–18 months (TBD)

					Above, plus: job reassignment (following confinement) to non-managerial roles

					Expulsion from Acheron]
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