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 Love, Sex, and the Heat Death of the
Universe

 


by Laird Barron

 


 


The thing you need to know, to be braced
for, is that Livia Llewellyn doesn’t screw around. There are images
you can’t un-see because they’re scorched on your brain. Steel
yourself.

Engines of Desire
is that rare kind of encounter with art I can only
liken to unexpectedly coming face to face with a dangerous animal
in the wild, or leaping into a body of water that proves colder and
deeper than anticipated, or the raw spurt of euphoria that rushes
through one’s system upon feeling thin ice crack beneath one’s
feet. Her writing is simply fearsome – it possesses all the madness
of Sylvia Plath and the ornate and mythic flourishes of Angela
Carter, yet synthesized and refined into an alloy that is uniquely
Llewellyn. The old saw about opening a vein holds true, except if
you hold still for a moment and permit her prose to fasten tight,
and it will, then you’ll find you’re the one doing the bleeding.
What she’s got to show you isn’t pretty, and that which glitters
isn’t gold; it’s ground glass or the business end of a blade, the
jagged tooth of a predator, the bloody gleaming bones of its
prey.

My initial experience with Llewellyn’s
fiction was “At the Edge of Ellensburg,” a murderously erotic tale
that fuses elements of Lovecraft’s ultra-pessimism with the sexual
explicitness of Jackie Collins or Harold Robbins or the blue
letters between James Joyce and Nora Barnacle, twisted and deformed
into a glimpse of the pathological landscape of a Bundy, Dahmer, or
Gacy. “At the Edge of Ellensburg” is representative of the
Llewellyn aesthetic, the mother shell of a Russian nesting doll.
Here is a tale shot through with scenes of sexual and emotional
violence, depravity and murder, betrayal and self-annihilation. It
examines the reduction of self, through emotional and physical
abuse, to a static, supercharged core. A reduction to a particle
perhaps analogous to the ultra-heavy element that exploded in the
Beginning and vomited forth the cosmos. Indeed, in a thread that
slithers through much of her work, the piece suggests this pattern
of decay and degradation, then transformation, if not
transmogrification of the fragile mortal vessel and its mercurial
contents, is reflective of the life cycle of the universe – its
approaching heat death, inertness, then ultimate resurrection.
Paradoxically, despite the recurring themes of brutality and
violence , that resurrection counters the ghastliness and the
pitch-dark fates of Llewellyn’s protagonists, the immediacy of
their travails. We are left to stew: is that glimmer of light at
the end of the tunnel indicative of redemption and spiritual
succor? Or is it the baleful headlight of Satan’s Express? The
ambiguity cuts like razor wire – the dividing line between ecstasy
and agony, of heaven and hell, is all too thin.

The tales that
comprise Engines of Desire
grapple with the tragicomedies of human existence,
its ephemeral nature, built like a sand castle so perilously upon
the cosmic tide line. Death and sex, love and mutually assured
destruction, these are the songs. Apocalyptic wastelands without
and within the human heart, supernatural incursions, serial
killers, demons that feast upon blood, lovers scorned, clone armies
harvested lottery-fashion from the wombs of teenage girls to
perpetuate forever wars, eaters of souls, the machinery of darkness
… these too are the songs. Baudelaire read his love’s fortune in
the fly-blown entrails of a horse carcass in an anonymous ditch.
His song echoes to us down through the decades. Llewellyn’s dark
poetics are similarly affecting in that she speaks so frankly to
the intimacies of the flesh, its fragility and weakness, its hunger
matched only by the insatiability of the void. Like some modern day
anthropomancer, she revels in the fecundity and baseness of the
human animal, seeking auguries in the guts and the gore, flaying
bare the primal urges so glibly sublimated by the suit- and
dress-wearing masses. Llewellyn casts the runes and shows us that
after the fires of apocalypse, all circles the drain back to the
mud and the womb, then darkness. And then, and then….

Active for only a few years, but already
establishing a reputation as a formidable stylist, I sense big
things are in store for this author. If there is any justice in the
world Livia Llewellyn is on her way to ever greater recognition and
acclaim. I’m hopeful this collection serves as the clarion call
that alerts many new readers and critics alike to the presence of a
powerful and original force on the literary scene. The field is
experiencing one hell of a renaissance with the appearance of
writers such as Paul Tremblay, John Langan, Stephen Graham Jones,
Sarah Langan, and Allyson Bird; and the continued efforts of Jeff
Ford, Norm Partridge, Caitlin Kiernan, and Michael Shea, among so
many others. When writers, editors, and publishers at the dark end
of the lit spectrum talk about strong new writers, one hears time
and again of Don Tumasonis, Richard Gavin, Simon Strantzas, Barbara
Roden, Glen Hirshberg, and Sarah Pinborough – well, add Llewellyn
to the list. She is as deserving as any of the aforementioned and
her star is surely ascendant.

As I said at the top: steel yourself. Scant
difference exists between exquisite pleasure and pain. There’s a
kind of beauty so sharp and cruel that it leaves a mark on the
beholder; and here it comes now.

 


Laird
Barron, author of Occultation

December 1, 2010,

Olympia WA
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White

…clouds drift overhead,
faint strands against the cobalt blue of night. Missile Facilities
Technician Angela Kingston presses her nose to the cool glass.
Cirrostratus. They’ll burn off before morning, she’s sure of that.
If anything, Kingston knows the rising eastern sun, knows the
searing heat that coats the dead-brown scab lands of Washington. In
ten hours, deep orange will bleed from the horizon, as day rips
itself once more from a star-studded womb.

Kingston turns away from the window. Across
the room, her face floats in the mirror under a cap of dark brown
hair, pixie-neat against her skull. She looks like a teenager, not
a woman pushing forty. Below the mirror, a rectangle of plastic
balances upright on her dresser, revealing a pink line bisecting a
circle of white. The alchemical wedding of urine and litmus have
combined to create the line—the closest thing to marriage she’ll
ever know. It’s proof that two missed periods are more than the
product of stress from the looming war, the constant fear that the
next twin turn of the launch keys won’t be a test, but—like that
faint pink line—the real thing.

The watch at her wrist beeps. With absolute
economy of movement, sculpted by a year-old routine, Kingston
inspects the apartment. She couldn’t bear to leave it for good,
knowing it was a mess. In the bathroom, she slips a small plastic
vial into her pants pocket, next to the stick. It contains a
powerful abortive drug, military issue. In the next twenty-four
hours, she’ll take the pill, or a bullet. Which one it will be, she
cannot say.

Outside, gravel crunches under tires—her
ride to silo 7-4 is here. Kingston hoists a duffel bag over her
shoulder, and grabs a photo before locking the front door behind
her. It’s part of her routine, so much so that she doesn’t notice
pausing to caress its scalloped sepia edges. The photo is of a
young man in uniform, a grim-faced cavalry officer astride a large
pale horse. The rider’s a distant relative, whose name on the back,
scribbled in fading brown ink, is “Ensley.” That’s all she knows of
him. Why he rides, what it is he and his horse race toward, is
lost.

“Keep me safe, Ensley,” she
mutters as she starts down the stairs. “Just one more
day.”

Sanders, the Deputy Crew Commander, drives
Kingston’s crew of four to the silo without speaking. He keeps the
radio in his hummer tuned to the news station. Border skirmishes,
food shortages, riots and martial law—it’s their country
newscasters speak of. Public figures scramble, civilians protest
and pray for a second chance at peace, but Kingston and her crew
know it’s too late. The only negotiations going on now are over the
best hour to begin the war.

Beside Kingston, Ballistic Missile Analyst
Cabrera slumps in light sleep. Up in the front next to Sanders,
Major Hewitt talks into his phone—his wife calls every morning. All
the men on the team are married, and they all have children.
Kingston stares out the window at the flat farmlands. She thinks
about the apartment, how the sun will soon shine into rooms that
look like no one ever lived there. She wanted to be an astronaut
when she was little. She wanted to fly to the moon, or maybe Mars.
Instead, she’s headed to a Titan-class missile silo, where her crew
will stand on alert for twenty-four hours, waiting for the order to
push a button. She’s proud of what she’s doing to defend her
country, proud of eighteen years served. Sometimes, though, at
night, she cradles a phantom weight as she slips into uneasy
dreams….

Hewitt whispers “I love you” into the phone.
Kingston closes her eyes, concentrates on the news.

Their shift passes in half-hours of systems
checks and double-checks. Wing Command Post calls every hour with
the same message: launch in one hour. Each hour passes with no
launch. In the short calm between false alarms, Kingston stares at
Sanders’ neck, his shoulders hunched over cold coffee and
clipboards, jotting words down—a letter to his wife, his last
farewell? “Useless,” Kingston mutters. Sanders looks up. Kingston
reaches for a report, her face like stone.

At 03:29, Kingston glances at the clock’s
second hand. The latest message was for 03:30 launch. Her hands
press against her pants, fingering the pregnancy stick and plastic
vial. They feel heavier than her sidearm. Is this continual,
low-grade fear imprinting on the fetus? Maybe the lack of fear is
worse, the low-grade irritation that they haven’t yet released
Black Beauty from her shackles. 03:29:30. Kingston wishes she had
some gum, or a Lifesaver, anything to get the aftertaste of the MRI
out of her mouth. Maybe she should take the capsule now. Her fetus
and the missile, shooting out of the gate on the very same day.
Thoughts like that don’t shock her. They never did.

03:29:55. Kingston mouths the seconds down
to 03:30.

Silence.

03:30:01.

“Goddamnit, here we go
again,” Cabrera says. His lips form the words, but Kingston can’t
hear his voice: the alarm is wailing. Kingston feels her heart
stop, and all emotions bleed away. Black Beauty is a go.

Kingston and Sanders scan their equipment
panels while Hewitt and Cabrera verify the authenticity of the SAC
message coming through. No more nerves or baby thoughts or boredom,
only buttons and switches at her fingertips—she’s the missile now.
She always has been. Above ground, rotating beacons will be
flashing red warnings as sirens howl. Hewitt is asking if they’re
ready to launch, and Kingston’s voice gives a distant affirmative.
All throughout the complex, systems shut down as they rout
electricity and power to Black Beauty. Kingston licks her lips. The
taste in her mouth has mutated into an unnamed desire.

By 03:41, Hewitt has verified target
selection. It’s one of two possibilities, neither of which has been
revealed to the team. Kingston will never know where Black Beauty
and her multiple warheads are headed, and she doesn’t care.
Trans-Pacific fallout will ensure that the winds bring it all right
back to America. Sanders and Hewitt have their keys out. They break
the seals off the launch commit covers. It sounds like the snapping
of spines.

“…three, two, one,
mark.”

Both keys turn. The LAUNCH ENABLE light
glows. They have nothing left to do but sit, and wait.

Out in the dark earth, the Titan powers up,
gathering every single bit of energy into herself, readying for
birth. Kingston’s hands creep over her belly. The man was Nez
Perce, like her grandpa’s family on her mother’s side. He told her
his name, but she doesn’t remember it. She didn’t care. His skin
was dark, hot. Black beauty.

The SILO SOFT lights wink on. Above, the
great doors are sliding open, spreading apart like a woman’s
willing legs.

FIRE IN THE ENGINE.

Lights in the control room fade. They hunch
in the dark, waiting for release. The tick of the fans, the thump
of her heart, the race horse rasp of her breath: she’s at the
starting gate, straining against metal bars. Kingston snaps open
the leather casing holding her side arm. This is how it must be.
They have a new type of ICBM across the ocean, a hydra-headed
destroyer of nations. This whole planet is fucked. And she deserves
life least of all, because she had the audacity to conceive it.
That taste in her mouth: she knows what it is. She aches for the
taste of the gun.

Klaxons wail out one shrill
warning after another. Kingston slides her weapon out, cocks the
trigger. But it remains on her thigh, pointed away.
Lift it. Lift it up, you spineless cunt.
Her whole body shakes, but she can’t tell if it’s
nerves or the colossal springs under the cement hollow of the
control center, keeping them from cracking apart.
“WE HAVE LIFTOFF,” Hewitt
shouts over the last of the klaxons, and a low, long rush of air
thunders through the complex as Black Beauty’s engines reach full
speed: she lifts. Kingston clutches her stomach, bites her tongue.
The heartbeat of some ancient god of war drills into them like
jackhammers, wave after quaking wave setting their bones to ring
like funeral bells…

…and now it fades: a
reprieve back to silence, as Black Beauty arcs into cold skies.
Panel lights wink on and off, but Kingston ignores them. Hewitt is
on the phone, confirming what they already suspect: other launches,
from every silo in the nation. And in two hours time, another
missile will slam back into the complex, filling the void. A
constellation is soaring across the ocean, right back into their
arms.

“Officer. Hand over your
weapon.” Hewitt’s voice is calm. He’s staring at the drawn weapon
pressed at her thigh.

“No, sir, I cannot,”
Kingston says. “I’m getting out.” She raises her arm, moving the
barrel to her head.

“Well,” Cabrera says as he
pulls his weapon, “good-fucking-bye to you, too.”

From all directions, bullets fly. Guess
they’re all getting out of the silo, one way or another. Kingston
turns the barrel and blindly fires out as she drops to the floor,
tucking herself into the space between her console and the wall.
Cabrera slams against his chair, leaving behind a black slick as he
falls to the floor. Kingston sets her sights and shoots, nailing
Hewitt in the chest. Blood pumps from his shirt, staining the floor
around him in an uneven circle.

“Kingston, drop your
weapon!” Sanders, somewhere in the dark.

Kingston checks her clip, touches her belly.
Suddenly, surprisingly, she wants to stay alive. Down in the empty
silo, smoke and flame is roiling—the afterbirth of the engines.
They’d put it out, if it had been a test. Now they can let it
burn.

Kingston stands up, weapon pointed.

“I was going to kill myself,
you stupid motherfucker. You should have left me alone.” From
across the room, Sanders mimics her stance, even with his shot-up
arm. Overhead, clocks tick away the seconds they have
left.

“It doesn’t have to be like
this,” Sanders finally speaks. “I know a place—an underground
shelter. I can take you there.”

Kingston keeps calm.

“A bomb shelter?”

“No, a real habitat—a place
to live, not just survive.”

What does he care if she lives or dies?
“You’re lying,” Kingston says. “You need me to let you go.”

“I swear on my fucking life
I’m telling the truth.” Sanders lowers his weapon a touch. “We’ve
been planning it for years.”

“We?”

“People—military, civilian.
People who knew this was coming. My wife and son are already
there.” He’s babbling. “It’s got everything, we can live there for
years.”

“And they’ll let you bring
some stranger in? An extra mouth eating your food, stealing your
air?”

“Jesus Christ, Kingston, why
are we arguing? We’re out of time!”

Kingston looks down. Hewitt stares at the
ceiling as he bleeds out. He might still be alive in two hours,
when the warhead hits. He was a good commander.

Kingston puts a bullet in his head.

“Let’s go,” she says. Her
lips taste like blood, and she licks them clean. Yeah, she’s going
to hell.

Damned if she’ll go there alone.

 


Fire

War

Red

…footprints trail behind
them as Kingston and Sanders drag several large duffel bags back
through the blast doors, up smoky stairs to the surface. Together
they’d stripped Hewitt and Cabrera of their weapons, then proceeded
to take anything else that might be of use. Sanders insisted on
taking their dog tags, with the launch keys threaded onto the
chains. “We owe it to them,” he said as he lowered Hewitt’s tags
over her head. It’s a sentimental gesture, one that repels
Kingston. She’ll take them off later, when there’s time.

The sky is black, blazing with stars. The
guards have disappeared—no one stops them as they cram the bags
into the already packed hummer.

“You’re driving,” Sanders
says, holding out the keys.

“I don’t know where the
shelter is. Wouldn’t it be easier for you to drive?”

Sanders nods at his wounds. “I can’t shift,
and I’ll barely be able to grip the wheel. I need you to
drive.”

“This is why you’re taking
me, isn’t it?”

Sanders says nothing, but she sees the
affirmation in his eyes. She’s dead to him. Once she drives him to
safety, it won’t be hard for him to finish the job.

She takes the keys.

Driving the huge machine gives her focus.
She rolls down the window, letting the night air rush in as 904
slips past in a ribbon of slick blacktop. Several campers and
trucks loaded with boxes and luggage barrel past her in both
directions. This is military country—they know. An ancient
Volkswagen camper draws up, and for a moment they race side by side
down the empty stretch, each bathed in the other’s lights. In the
passenger seat, a woman with a tear-streaked face shoots her a
baleful glare. Kingston realizes that the woman sees her uniform.
The woman leans toward the glass, and lips spit out two angry
words.

FUCK YOU.

Kingston presses down on the gas. She shoots
ahead, away from the woman’s accusing face. “We did it for you, you
fucking bitch,” Kingston mutters. “You paid us to.”

“What?” Sanders’ head lolls
up. “Problem?”

“No.”

“What time is
it?”

“04:47. Sunrise should start
around 05:15. We’ll be past the town by then.”

Sanders falls silent again. Kingston takes
the exit, navigates the quiet streets. Small ramblers and faded
Victorians sit under trees, crowned by telephone wires and stars.
Everyone asleep, unaware that everything in their lives has
changed, and they’re alone. The town dribbles down into isolated
trailers, abandoned shacks. Overhead, the sky grows light blue,
with bands of pink and purple pushing up from the horizon.
Cloudless, so far. Kingston keeps her eyes fixed on the low brown
hills ahead.

“Time to get off the road,”
Sanders says. “You’re going to get off to the left—there’s no road,
but it’s drivable. Just past the bend.” As Kingston steers the
hummer over the blacktop and into the brush, Sanders flips the
radio on. Static fills the space. Kingston waits for a recognizable
sound. Nothing. Sanders flicks the radio off.

Sunrise comes early in this flat part of the
world, yet on the western side the sky is still speckled with
stars. Kingston steers in sweeping curves between night and day,
through the rough and gaping wounds of the scab lands, reminders of
the glaciers and floods that once scoured the land. Every hill and
shallow looks the same, but Sanders never falters in his
directions. At 05:40, he leads her up one of the larger mounds, and
she cuts the engine. After close to two hours of driving, the
silence is shocking.

“How’s the arm.”

“It’s fine. Get
out.”

Is this it? Kingston’s mouth dries up as she
walks to the front of the hummer.

“Where’s the shelter?” She
might as well ask, though she knows there won’t be an
answer.

“The large barrow over
there.” Sanders gestures southwest. In the morning haze, Kingston
makes out a stretch of barrow-like hills at the horizon, dark green
with scrub and brush. A couple hundred miles away, but a straight
shot through flat land. Easy to get to with just one arm at the
wheel.

“Which larger one? They all
look the same from here.”

No answer.

“We need to keep moving.
Let’s go.” Kingston turns, but Sanders only points at the far
horizon, in the direction they came from. To the north and east,
dappled patterns of farmlands and towns all lie in peaceful quiet,
and birds circle overhead in lazy loops. Another beautiful morning
has begun.

 


Kingston’s heart slows. She knows what he’s
looking for. She looks for it, too.

They wait.

The horizon erupts in brilliant white light:
this is what they wanted, needed to see. Too many to count, in too
many places to see—voluptuous jets of lightning-shot ziggurats
unfurling past the cloud line. A metropolis of death, created in an
instant. Deep, low booms wash over them, like the thunder of
incoming storms. Kingston presses her hand against her chest.
They’re safe here. This place is too desolate to destroy.

The clouds columns keep pluming, faster and
higher than any she’s ever seen. “Tsars, maybe—fifty megatons, at
least,” Sanders speculates. “Multiple warheads. We did the right
thing. They would have done it anyway.”

Sanders hand creeps down to his holster.

“We need to go,” Kingston
says, turning away.

She turns again.

Two shots ring out. Hawks wheel and scatter
away.

Sanders’ weapon hits his foot with a thud.
Blood blossoms in the center of his chest. He looks at her,
confused. Behind him, the distant clouds spread higher, drift
apart. “Bitch.” Blood drivels out of his mouth. “I would have let
you go—”

Another shot rips the air, echoing over the
scabby hills.

“No,” she says. “You
couldn’t.”

Grimacing, she holsters her weapon. He
clipped her right thigh, a nice deep slice that’ll keep her limping
for weeks. There’s no time for the pain, though. Not today. She
puts his tags around her neck with the rest. They smell of hot
metal and desperation. As she steers the hummer off the hill,
Kingston doesn’t look back at his body. He’s dead, she tells
herself. Things won’t get any worse.

An hour later, when the engine sputters to a
halt, Kingston remembers her words. Her cracked lips form a parody
of a smile, and bits of dried blood flake down her chin and neck.
Did Sanders lie about the shelter, too? She pulls everything out of
the back, looking for any clue of where it might be. Not one
fucking map or drawing. There’s bottled water and MRI’s, but the
rest is weapons and medicine. And a small stuffed bear—for his kid?
Kingston runs her fingers over the bear’s soft head. Maybe this is
proof enough. He was a cautious man, a planner. He wouldn’t forget
to store extra gas. Maybe she ran out when she did, because this is
where she’s supposed to be. It’s just a hunch, and a shitty one at
that, but it’s all she has left to go on.

Kingston loads two duffel bags, tucking the
bear next to the boxes of ammo. She takes the keys, but leaves the
windows open. The winds will come, then the rains. Radiation will
eat the rest.

Two hours walking puts her in a small
shallow leading to the hills Sanders had pointed to—massive mounds,
sitting like beached leviathans, petrified and lost to time. It’s
there that she sees a glint of metal halfway up the longer mound—an
air intake valve, or exhaust vent. Thick clouds roll overhead, and
the winds have picked up speed. Kingston stops, and fishes out a
small plastic bottle of KI tablets. She swallows two with a gulp of
water, then tosses the bottle back in the bag. As she zips it up,
she remembers: and pats at the ripped fabric of her pants, where
the bullet tore its path. Her fingers feel the pregnancy stick,
wedged in what’s left of the pocket, but the abortion pill is gone.
No matter. There are other, older methods. No fucking way is she
bringing a child into this world. Not now. Not ever.

Kingston hoists the bags up again, and limps
forward, her face contorted with the weight and pain, with the heat
pressing down from above. Big fucking deal, she tells herself.
She’s walked down this road of pain before, in other years, for
lesser reasons. She can make this one. Never mind the bile burning
a trail up your throat, the piss trickling down your legs, the
blisters and battered bones. Never mind the dark presence riding up
behind you, the whip of fear spurring you on. Take one more step,
bitch. No one’s going to help you. You’re alone. Take another.

Take another.

Take…

…

Kingston stands, legs trembling, on the
concrete lip of the bunker entrance. “What,” she says, realizing
she’s repeating herself. Dark spots dance in her eyes, and she
blinks. How much time did she lose?

“A man,”
an older woman says. “We were expecting a man.” Her face is worn
and leathery, but her eyes are bright blue—intelligent,
wary. Farmer, or rancher,
Kingston thinks. A
survivor. Can she be like this woman? Her
hand slides into her pocket, a cautious movement under the gaze of
the woman and her rifle. Kingston pulls out the pregnancy stick and
holds it up. Why not make that unborn bit of flesh work for her
survival, just like everyone else.

“Help me,”
she says. “Help us.”

The woman shakes her head. “We corresponded
with a military man—”

“Sanders. He knew
me.”

“I don’t know you from jack
shit.”

“But his wife and son should
be here.” Kingston peers past the woman—all she can see is an
industrial-sized conveyor belt leading down into darkness. “Ask
her, she’ll know my name.”

“Really.”

“We were crew members at
Fairchild. He died on the way here.” Kingston points to the duffel
bags. “His ID and papers are in there. And I brought weapons,
medicine.”

“We already have weapons and
medicine. We weren’t expecting a pregnant woman. This isn’t a
hospital or a spa.”

Kingston bristles. “I’m a technician—a
mechanic. I can work with anything you have down there—generators,
water, air, electrical systems. You need me.”

“She can fix things.” A man
behind the woman moves forward, speaking up for the first time. “We
can use her.”

“We don’t need a baby.” The
woman is emphatic.

Above their heads, dark clouds roll in an
unbroken wave, blotting out the sun. This is her last chance.
Kingston keeps her voice devoid of emotion, even though she’s
swimming in despair. She thought she couldn’t go lower, deeper, but
she can. She always will.

“Neither do I.”

The woman doesn’t blink. She’s harder than
the ground.

“All right,” Kingston says.
“But you know you can’t just let me walk away. Take me in or
fucking shoot me. It’s what I’d do.”

Kingston and the woman stare at each other.
Wind rattles against the entrance, rolling bits of gravel down the
ramp. Particles of radiation already float around them, nestling
into cells, blooming like flowers in their bones. How surprised
they’ll be when they reach her heart, and find it’s already
gone.

The man moves forward, whispers something in
the woman’s ear. She sniffs and pulls a frown. “Give him all your
weapons,” she says, “then get inside. Hurry.”

Kingston disarms, handing the four weapons
and both duffel bags over to a young Hispanic man. The older man
pats her down. Kingston’s breath catches in her throat as the man
finds the photo. He steps aside, his dirt-creased fingers still
caressing its worn edges. She walks into the corridor, turning to
watch as they push the thick door shut. Slowly day fades, reduces
to a single line of hot white light, the wind to a thin scream.

“Why’s he running,” the man
says.

“What?”

The man holds out the photo. “What was
coming after him? He’s riding for his motherfucking life.”

Kingston takes the photo. And she sees.

“Oh god,” Kingston says over
the screech of metal slamming tight, to the sun, the wind, the
world. At her fingertips, the officer rides his pale horse into the
unknown.

 


Desolation

Famine

Black

…bugs flutter in loops
around the ceiling light. They dip and dive away, return and dance
again. Kingston watches them from her cot, amazed to see proof that
beyond the concrete walls and press of earth, there’s still life in
the world. What lies sleeping beside her is too horrible a joke to
be proof enough.

As if reading her thoughts, one tiny hand
uncurls and reaches out. Kingston recoils, then tucks the arm back
under the blanket—an unkind gesture. The stale air is stifling hot.
But Kingston can’t stand to be touched. Especially by the
child.

“Knock, knock.” It’s
Ephraim, behind the curtain. There aren’t any doors down here,
except on cages and lockers that hold medicine, weapons, and
electrical equipment. The rest is all open corridors and rooms,
constructed from fifty gutted school buses that were lowered into a
hole and covered with concrete. This is the shelter Sanders had
spoken of with hope: half-finished, filled with faulty plumbing and
wiring, and silence. Sometimes it’s so quiet, Kingston hears the
land shift about the ceilings. She hears the far-off boom of
thunder storms, the sifting of metal as it rusts and flakes away.
She hears herself grow old.

And that thing they cut out of her womb,
that creature, grows old with her.

“Come in,” Kingston whispers
as she sits up. Loud noises and swift movements horrify the girl,
send her into fits that last for hours. Not that Kingston has the
strength to yell or move quickly, nowadays. Neither of them do.
They’re on strict rations, semi-starvation amounts, with most of it
going to the girl, at Ephraim’s insistence.

Kingston watches Ephraim slip his satchel
off a bone-thin frame. His hands shake more than usual as he pulls
out a carton of soy milk. It’s the one thing they had in
abundance—cloying, vanilla soy. Despite her howling stomach, the
thought of that taste in her mouth makes Kingston’s gorge rise. She
stopped drinking it months ago. Just as well. There’s almost none
left.

“Alice, Uncle Ephraim’s
going to stay with you for a while, while Mommy goes for a
walk.”

“Stop calling her that. Stop
calling me ‘Mommy’.”

“Sorry, I forgot. Alice,
your monster is going for a walk.”

“Whatever.”

Their voices are flat, monotonous. Is this
the first or fiftieth time they’ve had this fight? It doesn’t
matter. It always ends the same.

“And I told you, she doesn’t
have a name.”

“She’s your daughter, she’s
almost three. She needs a name.”

“She came out of me. That
doesn’t make her my daughter.”

“That’s
exactly why she’s your daughter: she came out of
you.” Ephraim’s voice
catches. “She is you.”

“Shit comes out of me,
too.”

Ephraim turns away.

Kingston watches the girl rub her eyes and
yawn. Does she understand a word? Her face, as always, is a
luminous cipher, her mind a mystery. She made a beautiful baby,
that’s for sure, her and that Nez Perce. And all fucked up inside,
just like her mom.

“Something funny?” Ephraim
glares at her.

“No.” Kingston turns away,
biting her tongue. He doesn’t know she lied to him. She did give
the child a name, one she’s never said out loud. It’s what she sees
every time she looks at the child, what she wants to draw over her,
a sign for the world to remove its mistake. She calls her
Ex.

“Get her off the bed. I need
my jacket.” She doesn’t like to touch Ex, if she can help
it.

“Fine.” Despite his
diminished strength, Ephraim lifts Ex easily, handing her the teddy
bear. As always, Kingston feels a momentary imbalance whenever she
watch Ephraim hold Ex, as if some vital part of her has fallen
away, never to be found again. She doesn’t know what that feeling
is, and it frightens her.

“Which areas did you check?”
Kingston asks as she slips her jacket on, willing the feeling
away.

“Most of the middle section.
I gave up after the toilet. I just don’t—” Ephraim breaks off. He’s
young enough to be her son, and he’s wrinkled and aged, with sunken
eyes. “I’m tired,” he finishes. He sounds just like the woman
sounded, after her husband died. Whatever’s eating away at them
gnaws at Ephraim more quickly than Kingston. Radiation poisoning,
no doubt, although the defective dosimeters can’t confirm it. She
knew they couldn’t escape it, even down here.

“We’re all tired.” Kingston
pulls her satchel strap over her shoulders, and a wave of dizzy
nausea hits her—low grade, nothing new, she can take it. “Take a
nap. You don’t look so good.”

“You’re no beauty
queen.”

“Never was.” She smiles—a
tight-lipped grin that hides the holes left by those loose teeth of
long ago. No matter. It’s been months since she’s felt sorrow or
self-pity. Years.

Ephraim sings a Spanish lullaby as Kingston
limps into the corridor. Almost immediately, a weight drops from
her thin shoulders. Looking in the girl’s face is like looking in a
mirror held by a cruel god. After the woman hacked Ex out of
Kingston, silent and swollen, Kingston had hobbled out of the room
without so much as a glance back, dragging placenta and bloody
strands behind her. It wasn’t her fault. Four months in, she knew
it was wrong, but the man wouldn’t let her abort it. He’d kept her
under close watch, him and the teenage Ephraim, who they’d found
wandering the scab lands on their way to the shelter. Maybe it’d
have been different, if Sanders’ wife and child had showed up. The
man wouldn’t have fixated on that lump in her stomach, “our future”
as he put it once. Then again, maybe they did show up. Kingston
heard knocking, once, maybe….

But maybe that was just a machine—in all the
years they’ve been down here, no one’s broken through those steel
doors. Now, in every hour of this endless night, Kingston prays
that someone will. Because no matter what she’s tried, she can’t
break out. The keys are missing, secreted away by that old country
bitch in a fit of grief after her husband died. Maybe she figured
if her man could never leave the shelter, none of them would.
Whatever her reasoning, she damned them all.

Kingston walks into the library—a few crates
of books stacked next to a moldering upholstered chair. Kingston
points her flashlight at the first crate, and pulls out a large
photo album. Has she checked this before? The pages crackle with
age as she opens them. The album is old, but some of the photos are
recent—picnics and holidays, births and weddings. Kingston sighs.
Tables laden with Kodachrome-colored meals. Children, radiant and
laughing in sunny rooms. Thick-furred dogs, plump cattle, glossy
mares—

The album slips from her hands. Quick,
before the thought races from her head like a horse slipping its
reins. She lopes into the hallway, heading to the farthest end of
the shelter, where the storage rooms sit. Several times she pauses,
hands trembling against crumbling walls. She took a journey like
this, once before. All she’s ever done is race down empty highways,
with no destination in sight.

In the last room, next to a half-dug exit
tunnel, the man lies on a cot, dead almost two years now from the
cancer that ate him down to nubs. The last time Kingston was down
here, the woman’s weapon had just fallen from her mouth. She’d
refused food and water for days, just sat there in silence after
he’d died. Kingston had left her alone, figured she’d stop mourning
eventually. She couldn’t. A bullet did it for her.

Kingston’s fingers feel for the light
switch, click it back and forth several times. The bulb must have
burned out long ago. Kingston gives her flashlight several shakes
to reactivate the cells. A circle of faint blue pops onto an empty
chair.

“Shit.” Kingston falls back
against the door. “No fucking way.” Steadying her hand, she points
the beam over the man’s desiccated body, then moves it down. The
light hits a pair of withered feet.

A shaky laugh erupts from her mouth. The
body slid off the chair onto the floor, that’s all. No ghosts or
ghouls here. Kingston pushes the chair aside, then kicks the body
with her boot. It rolls back, revealing a wizened face, empty eye
sockets, and a broken nose to compliment the teeth.

“I hope you’re in hell.”
Kingston kicks the body again as she turns to the man—skeletal and
crippled, with a face locked in pain. She and Ephraim had listened
to his screaming for days. Oddly, the sounds hadn’t upset Ex at
all. She’d been the most well-behaved she’d ever been. Kingston
should have recorded his death howls, to play them back for her as
lullabies.

Kingston pats him down. “Please let it be
here,” she says, as she pushes his body over and rips the stiff
fabric from his flesh. The old photo of her relative—Kingston had
hidden it away in her room, but it vanished not long after. She
told herself he’d stolen it, an easy lie to live with. Easier than
thinking she’d lost the one thing that meant more to her than
anything else in the world.

“No.” It wasn’t anywhere on
him. And this was the only place she hadn’t searched. Kingston sits
on the edge of the bed, her shoulders slumping as she runs the
light over the woman. She stares at the weapon. The woman’s finger
still laces through the trigger—one brown digit has separated from
the hand, pointing to the woman’s head like a twiggy arrow.
Kingston reaches down, and the flashlight catches the glint of the
barrel, a silver filling, and—

No, not a filling. A beaded chain—two,
created for one purpose: to hold something.

Like keys.

“You swallowed them. You
shot them into yourself.”

Kingston tugs at the chains. They run deep
into her head, where the bullet rammed them. She hears the faint
clink of metal, and a strange rasp—she’d swear the woman was
choking even now. Well, fuck her. Kingston pulls, hard. The woman’s
head lifts, and inside, cartilage and tendons crack. It sounds like
the saltwater taffy pulls her mother used to buy for her at the
fair, the ones that broke in sharp pieces if you whacked them just
the right way. Kingston lets go of the chains. All that hot metal
and blood and brains have fused into a single stubborn mass.

Not a problem.

Kingston brings her boot down, hard. A
satisfying crunch fills the room as bones and tissue grind beneath
her heel. “Someone walking on your grave, bitch?” She raises her
foot, and stomps on the head again. A loud crack: the entire jaw
breaks off, and the rest of the face caves inward. Kingston
smiles.

Her boot comes down again. The head is pulp
now, a sticky-dry mash of brain and bone slivers. The woman’s hair
lies on the floor like silver-threaded silk, beaded with ivory
teeth. Kingston admires it as she reaches down.

This time, the chains lift freely, clusters
of keys swinging from looped ends. Most will open electrical
lockers, weapon and drug caches—keys Ephraim and Kingston already
have duplicates of. But six of them should unlock the entrance
door. Kingston runs a ragged fingertip over serrated edges. She
thinks of the town she and Sanders drove through, the sleepy houses
and the soft sound of leaves rustling in the cool night air.

Maybe it’s not too late.

Kingston’s halfway back to her room when she
stops. Flakes of concrete crinkle onto her face as she listens. At
the end of the hall, Ephraim sits behind the curtain, holding that
thing she birthed. She hear snatches of words and phrases, and an
occasional squeal or grunt as Ex replies as best she can.

Kingston’s fingers steal up to the tangle of
dog tags and launch keys resting between her flat breasts. They’ve
rubbed the skin down to red cuts and rashes, thumping at her chest
every time she breathes or moves. A vision of the girl as she might
have been hovers next to them, staining her soul. She’s always
there, inescapable.

Unless….

Before she has a chance to
ask herself could I?, her feet are backtracking away from Ephraim, away from—
Away. Kingston glides in quiet steps past the decontamination
rooms, past a reception area that’s never received anything other
than dust, and up the conveyer belt ramp to the thick metal door.
After so many years, this is it. She’s free.

The locks are dusty, but undamaged. Kingston
picks out the cleanest key, trying to work it into the lower lock.
It doesn’t fit the first keyhole, or any of the others. She moves
to the next key, slightly bent but intact. It fits the fourth lock.
Kingston turns the key and the sound of the tumblers clicking fills
her with such joy that she almost passes out. One down, five to
go.

And then the rest of the keys, and then—

She doesn’t know how long she’s been leaning
against the door, sweat dribbling into her boots. She only knows
that at some point, the only keys left are the mangled lumps of
metal that the bullet destroyed. If she could rip the bones from
the woman’s body and whittle them into the two missing keys she
needs—but, it’s no use. They’re here now till they die, and long
after.

Kingston slides to the floor. The thought of
walking back into that maze, back to that child, of spending her
final days trapped in the earth—she can’t do it. Kingston wraps the
chains tight around her fingers until they turn blue. She stares at
them, blinking hard.

“Two door keys on each
chain. Two chains.”

She pauses, the headache dissolving.

“There should be three
chains, each with two keys. One for the man. One for the woman.
And—”

Kingston stands.

“And one.”

 


 


Decay

Death

Pale

…skin floats up through the
dark, as if a swimmer is breaking the surface of the ocean.
Kingston tightens her grip on her weapon. Hold onto that, she
thinks, don’t go away again. There’s nothing for her in that
mindless black.

Ephraim stands before her, stripped bare,
skeletal. Black and purple bruises smudge his decaying skin. He’s
at the end.

“Satisfied?” Tears trickle
down his face, but his voice is calm. At his feet, Ex clings to her
bear. “I told you, the keys aren’t on me. Or in me.”

“But you have
them.”

“I had them.”

“If you had them, what the
fuck where you pretending to look for all this time?”

“It doesn’t matter. There’s
nothing for us out there.”

“That’s not the
point.”

“Then what is the point? All
we’ll do out there is die.”

“But we’ll
die outside, under the sky—we’ll be free!”

“We stopped being free the
day a bunch of assholes in uniform dropped the bomb.”

Kingston’s finger jumps against the
trigger.

“Fine. You and that—” she
points to Ex “—can stay here as long as you like. Give me the
keys.”

A peaceful look steals over Ephraim’s face,
giving him an almost sculptural beauty. He’s preparing himself. She
can tell.

“No.”

“You tell me where those
motherfucking keys are or I’ll kill you, you fucking fag piece of
shit!”

The girl begins crying, howls that make
Kingston cringe. Something hot and hard burns in Kingston. Columns
of smoke and flame, pluming up—

“No.”

“Tell me!”

“No.”

It’s like he’s already gone, and she’s still
stuck inside the rotting cunt of the world. Kingston points the
weapon up, and fires. Sparks shower over them like fireworks. Ex
convulses against Ephraim’s leg.

“TELL ME!”

Silence, then:

“All right.”

Kingston feels a cold finger press against
her soul.

“I’ll tell you on one
condition.” Ephraim touches Ex’s head.

“Give your daughter a
name.”

Kingston opens her mouth.

“Give your daughter a name,
and I’ll give you the keys.”

Nothing comes out.

“You won’t,” Ephraim says.
“But you don’t need them anyway. You’re already dead, Angela.
You’ve always been dead.”

Ephraim leans in, smiling.

“Pale rider.”

Kingston slams the weapon handle into
Ephraim’s head, and he hits the floor with a wet crack. A crimson
crown surrounds his head, expanding like the corona of the summer
sun. Kingston drops onto his chest, crouched like an animal. His
eyes are open, but she knows what they see is not in this room or
world.

“Where are the keys? Where
are they, you bastard!” She slaps his face, but only the faint
traces of a last breath slip from his lips, then nothing more. He’s
gone.

“Get up, you son of a bitch.
Get up, don’t leave me here alone!” Ex begins to cry again, and
Kingston whips around. “Shut up, just shut the fuck up and let me
think for one goddamn second!”

The girl’s mouth opens wider. That noise,
that fucking noise—

Kingston grabs Ex hard, fingers clenching
down on flesh and bone. “SHUT UP YOU FUCKING PIECE OF SHIT I NEVER
WANTED YOU I NEVER WANTED YOU—”

Ex’s eyes roll back, body going hard. Her
face is a bright cherry of broken blood vessels and puffed flesh.
And she doesn’t stop howling—

Kingston screams. Again and again, colossal
screams lurch out of her like the limbs of some primeval monster
unfurling from the dead void inside. She sits before Ex, hands
reaching out, grasping for something incomprehensible, something
beyond the sorrow, beyond the pain. Ex raises her hands as she
rages in reply, but Kingston’s fingers stretch past her, only
holding empty air like reins.

But this fire can’t rage forever, can’t feed
itself. Kingston feels it wilting, falling away. She can’t say what
is happening—she’s never had the words for things like this. She’s
always avoided things like this. Ex chokes, gasping. Half-fallen
against Ephraim’s body, glossy ringlets of black hair soaked with
sweat, her head barely rises from his grey flesh. Kingston stares,
the sounds fading in her throat. In Ex’s sorrowful face, she sees
the faint memory of summer, the sounds of leafy night sifting
through the screens. Her mother smelled like fresh bread, and it
lingered on Kingston’s skin long after she’d left the room.
Kingston would drift to sleep with her nose in her palms, safe in
the dark. The feeling was in that smell.

Exhausted. She can’t go on like this
anymore. Kingston wraps her hands around the girl’s trembling body
and pulls her close. The girl’s shit herself, it runs down her legs
in stinking clumps. Kingston ignores it. Still howling, almost
singing the sobs in one mournful note, Ex shivers, but doesn’t draw
away. Kingston buries her face in Ex’s wet hair, breathing deep.
Sweat, shit and soy, traces of hard soap and metallic water,
and—

 


And.

Tears gush from Kingston’s swollen eyes:
it’s there, soft and delicate, the scent that tells her that, no
matter how hard she denies it, how far she tries to run, this child
has always been, will always be, her daughter.

“Ensley,” Kingston whispers
into her hair, letting the word wash over the girl.

“Your name is
Ensley.”

 


Kingston sits in the shower stall, stripping
her daughter’s clothes off her tiny body. When she pulls the shift
over her head, revealing a
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