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February, 1992

Clay and Diana had
only been walking into the woods for about ten minutes when they
both felt compelled to stop. Neither of them had to say anything.
They just looked toward each other, and Clay nodded. He squatted
down and started brushing away the snow on the ground. After he’d
cleared away enough that the dirt was showing, he took off his
gloves. Diana brushed some snow from a stump and sat on the stump.
Back in the woods, the wind was still, and everything was
quiet.

Clay put his hands on
the ground. It was cold, obviously, but there was something beneath
that. Or maybe the thing he felt was within the cold ground but
somehow cloaked by it. Clay closed his eyes and tried to reach out,
to pinpoint what was actually going on. While this specific spot
was new to him, Clay had been in and around Northcentral Wisconsin
enough that the soil shouldn’t have had any surprises for him.
Maybe this was more of a question than a surprise, anyway.
Eventually, Clay put his gloves in his jacket pockets and stood up.
Diana stayed sitting. She said, “Well?”

Clay shook his head.
“It’s weird.”

“Weird,” Diana said.
“Hard to tell if that’s good or bad.”

Clay laughed a little
and nodded. He wondered why they’d been called to this general
area, how much the directors or whoever already knew. “I mean,
there isn’t really a word for it, I guess. I can tell you when it’s
too dormant to be of help, and I can tell you when the energy is
really flowing. This isn’t either of those things entirely. It’s
like trying to talk to someone who speaks a whole different
language.”

Diana cleared a line
in the snow with her feet. “So, you’re not able to actually get a
sense of it?”

“Kinda.” Clay unslung
his backpack and took out his water bottle. “I can feel what’s
going on; I just can’t actually put it into words.”

“Seems like a skill
that the Dirtbag representative should have.”

Clay took a long glug
before speaking. “Maybe. Or maybe you have to be a Dirtbag to get
it.” He looked at Diana; she’d raised one eyebrow. “Or maybe my
folks think that this is a fool’s errand and they’re sending me
just to fail at something that can’t really be done.” He held the
bottle out to Diana. She shook her head, and Clay put it back in
his backpack. “Many dead things out here?”

Diana kicked a little
more snow, leaving a spot where she could look at the dirt. “There
are all kinds of dead things this far out in the woods. If I’m
being honest, there aren’t many places that you can go that you
won’t find dead things.”

Clay laughed. “Good
to know. Let me ask it this way: Is there anything that a Stiff
could put to use for us?”

Diana let out a long
breath, her head tilted back so that it looked like she was
smoking. “Hard to say if there’s anything helpful when we don’t
really know what exactly we’re doing.”

Clay snapped a branch
off a tree. “Fair enough.” He snapped the branch in half and went
to the spot he’d cleared the snow away. He laid them down in an X
and put his hands on the right and left side of it. He closed his
eyes again. After a few seconds, a shiver went down his back, and
he had to pull his hands away. “You know why Iceland first got
called Iceland?”

“Because it’s an
extremely cold place with a bunch of ice?”

Clay put his gloves
back on and put the sticks away from each other, breaking the x.
“No. Early explorers recognized that there was potential for
cultivation of land there, so, to throw everyone else off, they
called it ‘Iceland’ so that nobody else would go there.”

Diana wiped her nose
with the back of one of her gloves. “So, you’re going to call this
place ‘New Shitsville’, because you don’t want anyone else to
experience all of its frozen glory?”

Clay put his backpack
back on. “I just mean that what you call something the first-time
matters. If you call it the wrong thing, people will always
misunderstand it.”

Diana stood. There
were lots of dead things out in the woods. It was oddly comforting,
knowing that she could not only bring them but also do so freely in
front of Clay. Diana looked around the woods. “Is that Iceland
story true?”

Clay squinted for a
second. “I don’t know. But maybe the truth doesn’t really matter.
The point holds either way, doesn’t it?”

“I guess.” They were
quiet for a moment, then Diana said, “There is something specific
that’s dead here.”

Clay said, “Is it
some kind of ancient evil that’s going to be brought back in a vain
attempt to save us all?”

Diana gave a quiet
laugh. “Not at all. This thing is of our world. But it’s…like
nervous or something. Like it wants to say something or explain
something, but it can’t quite work out what it’s supposed to say.
The dead don’t usually like to speak from their bodies.”

“Are there ghosts
that speak?”

Diana smiled but
didn’t look at Clay. “Surprisingly, that’s outside of my
jurisdiction.”

They were quiet
again, and then there was rustling in the distance. Diana walked
backwards toward a tree, feeling for it with the back of her hands.
Clay squatted down and looked around. “Could just be an animal.
These are woods.”

Diana said, “They
should’ve sent an Ape with us.”

Clay nodded. “It does
seem like they’d come in handy about now.” He bent his head toward
the ground, not letting his ear touch. He closed his eyes and
slowed his breathing a little. He started whispering. To Diana’s
eyes, it looked like he was talking to the dirt. It must have
worked, because a ring of earth started rising around him and then
another one rose around Diana. The rings rose until they were just
above their heads, then a very small tunnel opened up between the
two rings. “Listen,” Clay said into the tunnel, “this should keep
us safe for a while, and we can talk through this. Is the dead
thing anything that could protect us if need be?”

Diana touched the
ring of earth around her. It was cold and solid, like it hadn’t
actually just been moving. “Probably not the thing that I was
talking about before, but if you get a bunch of dead insects
together, they can be surprisingly strong. Their exoskeletons make
them durable, especially when they don’t feel pain. And individual
bugs can pick up intelligence without being noticed.”

Clay sat down,
leaning against the ring. “Dang,” he said, maybe we don’t need an
Ape after all.”

Diana punched the
wall lightly. “You’re not too bad yourself here.”

They sat for a few
seconds. There was a little more rustling, then quiet, then louder
rustling. Whatever it was, it was coming closer. Diana whispered,
“Do we need to stay quiet if it’s an animal?”

Clay thought about
it. “Couldn’t hurt. I mean, we don’t have to be completely silent,
because, if it’s an animal, they’ll still smell us, and they won’t
understand what we’re saying.”

“Maybe if we talk
loudly, we’ll actually frighten it.”

“Do you have a gun in
your backpack?”

“No. They gave me
one, but I knew we’d be out in the middle of nowhere, so I didn’t
think I needed it today.”

Clay wondered who
“they” were. All of his direction to head north had been indirect
or pure intuition, but this didn’t seem like the moment to ask.
“Don’t worry. I’ve got a flare gun that I can use if need be. But
maybe you want to get some of those dead bugs to check out what’s
happening?”

Even though Diana
knew that Clay wouldn’t be able to see, she nodded. She closed her
eyes and reached out, seeing where any dead bugs might be. There
was more rustling, but she managed to tune it out. It took less
than a minute for her to get a few bugs to get up from the ground
and start scuttling around. Once they saw what it was, they settled
back into the ground. “Holy shit,” Diana said. “It’s a bear.”

“A bear?” Clay opened
his backpack up and pulled out the flare gun kit they’d put in his
backpack. “Aren’t they supposed to be hibernating right now?”

Diana frowned. “Yeah,
you’re right. Do you think that somebody made it wake up to come
and get us?”

“God, I hope not.” He
looked at the kit and realized that he wasn’t entirely sure how
they would get their supplies restocked, and this still technically
wasn’t an emergency. “Maybe it’s a test,” he said.

“To see if we can
fight off a bear?”

“No, to see if we can
keep our cool and wait out something that isn’t an actual
threat.”

Diana sighed. “That
would be a shitty test, but it doesn’t mean that it’s not what’s
happening.” She stood on her tiptoes and peeked over the side of
the ring. A tiny bit of dirt crumbled where she held onto the top.
The bear was still a little way off. It wasn’t looking directly at
them, as far as she could tell, but she didn’t know how a bear
would hold its head if it was sniffing the air. Diana lowered
herself down. “So, we just wait until it wanders off?”

“Maybe you could
bring the dead bugs back and have them annoy the bear until it goes
away.”

Diana leaned against
the tree and closed her eyes. “I’m not sure how good of an idea it
is to purposely piss off a bear.”

“Yeah, I don’t hear a
lot of stories that start with pissing off a bear and end on a
positive note.”

Diana opened her
eyes. “Do you hear a lot of piss-off-a-bear stories in
general?”

“Let’s not talk about
it. Anyway, I do have the flare gun if it does turn into an
emergency.”

Diana said, “Could
you raise another of these earth rings but around the bear,
trapping it for as long as it takes for us to get out of the
woods?”

Clay thought about
it. “I could raise a kind of cage, and it might be strong enough to
trap a regular bear. But if this bear has been, I don’t know,
boosted or influenced by some type of magic, then I’m not sure if
it might be stronger than an average bear.”

“Or smarter, like
Yogi.”

“You know what I
mean.”

Diana looked down at
the hole of their talking tunnel. “Yeah, I do. It might have
actually noticed the dead insects that I sent, and it might be
reaching out to whoever woke it up.”

“Damn,” Clay said.
“If you can’t trust a dead bug to do your work, then who can you
trust?”

“Do you think this is
what most of life is?”

“Dead bugs and
bears?”

“No, hiding away from
big threats and making random guesses and small talk while hoping
that you don’t get eaten?”

Clay put the flare
gun kit back in his backpack, and he put his fingers through the
snow and onto the ground. “Yeah,” he said. “I guess I do.”

They were quiet after
that, just waiting for the bear to leave.
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Taylor knew that he
was supposed to be further along than he was, but he figured that
the faceless leaders wouldn’t begrudge his making a little extra
cash for supplies along the way. He’d taken out medium-sized bets
with a number of outlets to avoid suspicion, so it would take a
little while to collect all of his winnings, but he could easily
get back on the road by tomorrow. For now, he sat back and enjoyed
the game from the nosebleeds. Not that the game was that
spectacular. Slowly draining the water from the various players via
more intense sweating than usual kept them from playing at peak
performance. Of course, that was the idea.

Taylor enjoyed
imagining what the commentators would say during the game. Would
they simply say that everyone seemed to be “a little off today”?
Would they speculate on something in the weather or the air that
was making everyone slower? Or would they just try extra hard to
pretend that the game was a normal one, that both teams really were
playing up to their usual level? Presumably, their job was to make
the game more enjoyable.

Taylor was always
careful not to favor one team over the other. As long as he only
impacted the over/under and not the outcome of the game, nobody
would be suspicious. If he regularly impacted the outcome of games,
someone might come looking. Whether they’d be able to figure out
that it was him or not was an entirely different matter, but it was
best not to take the chance in the first place. Taylor wondered how
big he’d have to get to draw attention. Maybe if he went to the
Olympics and drained the Dream Team, but he knew that would be out
of his price range, and he’d might be still at whatever this
calling was anyway.

Taylor thought about
the summoning that was happening. There’d never been anything like
it before, as far as Taylor could tell. Granted, he wasn’t one of
the old timers, but none of the old timers that he was in contact
with made any reference to anything like this happening before
either. For a few months now, Taylor had heard a number of them
talk about how bad things were getting. Initially, Taylor had
written this off as the usual “hell in a handbasket” talk that the
older crowd always gave, but, with the summoning, it did seem like
they might have been right.

Milwaukee’s coach
called a timeout. No doubt both coaches would be telling their
players that the other team was on the ropes, and all they had to
do was step things up a little, and the game would be theirs. That
was actually bad advice, because more exertion would lead to even
more sweat, and that would make them even more tired. Taylor smiled
to himself. There were always more things going on than the
so-called experts knew, and that meant that their advice should
always be measured against their level of ignorance.

During the timeout,
Taylor yawned and stretched. He looked around at his fellow
low-budget attendees. Some of them had left, presumably because of
the lackluster performances. After looking for a bit, Taylor
noticed a family that didn’t seem bothered by the slow nature of
the play. The father and one of the kids were both laughing and
talking excitedly. Maybe just the pleasure of seeing athletes that
they usually only saw on a TV screen was enough. Or maybe they just
liked each other enough that they regularly laughed and enjoyed
each other’s company. Taylor never really had that, but, of course,
his story was complicated.

He tried not to stare
(the second-most-important part of these outings was not to be
noticed), but he found the family very endearing. As he watched, he
noticed drips falling onto the boy’s head. Oddly, the boy took no
notice. Taylor looked around, seeing if there were other leaks.
There were, here and there, some drips coming down. Taylor looked
back down at the family. All of them were being rained on, and
harder now. Oddly, the drips didn’t splash or dribble down their
faces. They seemed to produce an odd glow. None of the family
members seemed to notice.

As they glowed, the
drips began to turn different colors, becoming a kind of iridescent
green and purple combination. It was almost like a peacock’s
feathers but moving. Taylor found that he himself was sweating. He
would have laughed at the irony if he wasn’t starting to doubt his
sanity. The rain came down steadily, and it was starting to spread
throughout the arena, but nobody was noticing it. Or maybe it was
impossible to see their expressions from all the glowing. Taylor
looked upwards, the rain seemed to be coming down on him as well,
but he couldn’t feel it. His head and face were getting wet, but it
felt like sweat rather than rain trickling down. The rain seemed to
bend and twist. It reminded Taylor of when he got stoned with a
friend as teenagers. The friend was telling him about how some
people could actually see time. Taylor hadn’t tracked the line of
thought, but it had stuck with him anyway. He wondered if he was
actually seeing time.

Taylor closed his
eyes. He tried to breathe deeply. A voice started whispering, or
many voices started whispering, making it impossible to hear any
individual voice. Taylor rubbed his eyes with the palms of his
hands. If anyone was watching him, he didn’t want to look like he
was having some kind of breakdown. Especially if he actually was. A
mancer having a breakdown could be subject to some very dangerous
questions. The voices started to get louder. Louder and shriller.
Eventually, it started shrieking.

Taylor stood quickly.
When he looked around this time, the rain had stopped. Most of the
people in the arena were standing. Taylor realized that the shriek
that he heard was probably a whistle and that it was halftime. He
looked at the score and realized that he must have lost his focus.
The players were starting to catch up to their usual performances.
He couldn’t let himself get distracted in the second half.

Taylor wondered what
had made him hallucinate. He headed toward the bathrooms. They’d be
crowded at halftime (though the men’s always moved faster than the
women’s), but he needed to splash some water on his face and get
his head together. Maybe he shouldn’t have stopped for the game,
but he’d already laid the money down for the bets and the ticket.
He couldn’t just walk away now.

When Taylor got to
the men’s room, there was a lot of chatter about how the Bucks were
picking up steam, and they’d turn it around in the second half. He
felt a little bad, knowing that wasn’t going to happen, but, just
like with the time he was putting in, he couldn’t stop now. Taylor
got to a urinal and did his business. He went to the sink and
washed his hands, then he ran his wet hands over his face. When he
went to get a paper towel, he noticed some graffiti on the
dispenser. Unlike most graffiti that would say someone was hot or a
bitch or just had a bunch of obscenities, this said, “Get North.”
It was possible that this was a general message, something that was
left by a person who lived in Northern Wisconsin. Or maybe it was
some weird pop culture reference. But Taylor got the feeling that
it was there specifically for him.

He ripped off two
sheets of paper towel, and he dried his hands and his face. He’d
thought about getting a soda, something with a little caffeine to
perk him up, but after seeing the message, he just wanted to hunker
down in his seat and try to avoid interacting with anyone until
he’d finished his business. So, he went back to his seat.
Eventually, the family he’d noticed before came back. Taylor
couldn’t look at them this time. He didn’t want to get sucked into
some other illusion. He tried to think if there was a group that
actually could create illusions like what he saw. Could a Sparky
mess with the signals in someone’s brain? It seemed like a
dangerous thing to do and not something where you could control the
actual images that someone saw.

It made him wonder if
there were mancers he wasn’t aware of. Everyone knew about animal,
plant, earth, fire, wind, water, electricity, techno, necro, and so
on. Were there sound and light mancers that could make people see
or hear things? Maybe there wasn’t even the graffiti in the
bathroom. Taylor shook his head. There was no point in getting
sucked into that speculation at the moment. He decided that, as
soon as he could collect his winnings, he’d guzzle a bunch of
coffee and head North as fast as reasonable.

The second half
started. Even before Taylor could start drawing much water out of
the players, the first shot rattled around and then came out of the
basket. It made Taylor wonder if there was a Windbag somewhere in
the arena, fixing the game. For years, he’d been running these
kinds of scams, but Taylor hadn’t given that much thought to how
others might have been using their abilities in the same way. At
some point, he must’ve been at a game where someone else was doing
something similar. Had they been working together or against each
other?
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Clay and Diana had
made it at least halfway back to the car. It had been Diana’s idea
to expand the tunnels from the speaking tubes to something that
they could travel through, but obviously only Clay had the ability
to make it happen. He knew that he’d pay for it later. This level
of sustained earth manipulation wasn’t something that you could
just pull off without feeling drained later. But it seemed like a
reasonable way to get around the bear, and, if he was being honest
with himself, showing off in front of Diana did appeal to him.

“What happens to all
this dirt behind us?” Diana asked.

“I’ll let it lower
back down when we get far enough ahead. It’ll be like we were never
here. That’s what will happen to the little circles we were in,
too.”

Diana ran her hand
along the tunnel’s side. “Does it fuck up the plants at all?”

“I don’t think so.”
He looked around, seeing a few roots sticking out from the sides of
the tunnel. “I mean, you’d have to ask a Vegetable to sure, but I
assume that it wouldn’t be any different than if you transplanted a
tree or something.”

They went a little
further, and Clay decided to start angling the tunnel up slightly.
They’d be close enough to the surface that it wouldn’t take much to
get out, but the bear wouldn’t notice the tunnel either. They went
a few more yards, and Clay felt something by his feet. He kicked to
the side. Whatever it was mancer gone for a moment, but then, not
only did it come back, two things came to his other foot as well.
He tried not to look down, keeping his attention on the tunnel’s
angle and where Diana was, but he also was worried. Then, Diana
shrieked.

Clay looked over and
saw her yelling curse words. She was stomping and waving her hands.
“What is it?” he yelled.

“It’s fucking mice!”
Clay looked closely around her feet. There were, indeed, a
terrifying number of mice crawling up her legs. Clay felt more
things coming up his own legs.

“It must be the same
Ape who called the bear.” He started stomping as well. Clay could
feel the dirt starting to crumble above him, and he tried not to
lose control.

“No,” Diana said.
“These mice are dead.”

Clay stopped in his
tracks. He realized that the mice on his legs were cold. “Can’t you
call them off?”

“I’m trying.” Diana
shook her arms and legs a little more, then she sat down. Clay
wasn’t sure if she was focusing or having a breakdown. She put her
hands over her chest and started muttering to herself. Clay tried
raising the dirt over his legs and using it to scrape the dead mice
off, but it didn’t work. They kept coming through the dirt. “It’s
not working,” Diana said.

“Then get up. We need
to run.”

Diana leaned forward
and put her hands on the ground. She rose up, and she and Clay
started to jog. It was hard for Clay to move quickly and keep the
tunnel going. He could feel more and more dirt crumbling down on
them, so he pitched the tunnel on a steeper incline. Hopefully,
wherever they popped up above ground, the bear would be far enough
away that they could make it to the car before it got to them.
“Shit,” he said, patting his pockets, “which of us has the
keys.”

Diana reached into
her jacket pocket. “They’re here.” Then she yelled. The mice were
starting to bite and scratch at her. Tiny, freezing little claws
and teeth sinking into her flesh. She’d used dead animals to attack
people before. Not often, and only those who genuinely deserved it,
but this was the first time that she’d been on the receiving end of
it. Part of her brain wanted to swat at the mice, but her
experience as a Stiff told her that it wouldn’t really matter. The
mice couldn’t feel pain or fear. The best bet was to keep moving
forward so that they’d eventually be out of the range of whoever
was controlling them.

The ground opened up
above them, and Clay grabbed Diana’s hand. He also was being bitten
and scratched. “Almost there,” he said, though he wasn’t entirely
sure how close they were to the car. He wondered if he could create
a little earth wave to move the car closer to them, but it might
damage the car, and the worst thing that could’ve happened would
have been for him to break the car and leave them stuck out in the
woods.

So the two of them
moved as quickly as they could. The tunnel collapsed behind them,
and they jogged through the snow, stumbling but consistently moving
forward. Behind them, the bear roared, but it was clearly far
enough away that it wasn’t the threat that Clay feared. He and
Diana both looked behind them. The bear was sitting. It was
watching them like someone watching a TV show. It seemed very
un-bearlike, but it also seemed like good news for them.

Clay yelled, “What do
we do about the dead mice?”

Diana said, “Just
keep going. Eventually, we’ll get out of the range of control, and
they’ll stop moving.”

Clay looked at her.
It didn’t seem like a great plan, but he didn’t have an
alternative. They finally made it to the car. When they got in,
Diana backed up the gravel road and

pulled out onto the
paved one. Already, the mice were starting to bite less vigorously.
Clay was slapping at his thighs and belly, but he wasn’t sure if it
was making any difference. They made it about a mile down the road,
and the mice stopped entirely. They pulled over, and, panting,
emptied their pants, jackets, and shirts of dozens of dead and
decomposing mice. They then tossed a few out from the seats and
floor of the car. Without saying a word, they got in and drove back
to the hotel.
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Aimee tried not to
get sucked into arguments with squirrels. The thing was, it wasn’t
enough to be right when you argued with squirrels. You had to take
on a kind of squirrel logic to convince them of anything, and the
thing about that was that you almost always ended up letting them
think that something that was false was true in order to prove your
point. So, even if you proved your point, it usually relied on
rewarding the squirrel for bad logic and giving them dumb arguments
that they’d use against you or some other reasonable mancer in a
future argument.

Presently, Aimee was
in a vigorous discussion with two squirrels about some behaviors
they’d been observing. They were quite certain that they’d
witnessed from the humans in the area. The squirrels seemed to
believe that the humans were stockpiling food in a number of
buildings around the city. Aimee was trying to explain that these
were likely workplaces, and people were bringing in lunches but not
food, but the squirrels were having a difficult time wrapping their
heads around the purpose of work if it didn’t directly lead to a
stockpile of food. Aimee was actually sympathetic to this
confusion. This was one of the many human behaviors that was
difficult to explain to most animals.

Even through the
squirrel’s incorrect perceptions of the humans’ actions, it seemed
like there was something significant in what they were saying, but
Aimee couldn’t quite crack through to figure out what it was. “But
they bring in bags and boxes to the buildings. Do they eat
everything in the boxes?”

Aimee took a deep
breath before trying again. “The boxes don’t contain food. Think
about your drey; think about how you
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