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But I shall not grow too old to see

enormous night arise

A cloud that is larger than the world

And a monster made of eyes

—G.K. Chesterton
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Ned Wheeler was caught again by the edge of Hell. Standing in the tall grass, perspiration running from his armpits, soot on his face, a milky weed stuck between his teeth and protruding from his mouth at an odd angle, he surveyed the black kingdoms before him and the desolate umber and ocher deadland below. Half asleep on his feet, he stifled a yawn.

Before him, beyond the tundra that extended from the grassy plain to provide a dividing line between two realities, a mountain grew. It pushed itself out of the ground silently, belching amorphous rock, forming new mountain chains, proclaiming a new geologic era. Snow-capped peaks reached into a slate sky colored with blue streamers of cirrus. Ned waited for the mountains to dissolve, merge with the robin-egg clouds, or explode into a shower of hypercubes to provide fourth-dimensional moisture. Anything could happen in Hell.

Behind him was Junction, still the same: prim, pretty, full of foul smells and fine citizens. Today it was a bit noisier than other days; only a thin whisper reached Ned, a grumble. The Desert Midland Bank reflected the afternoon sun like a night beacon flaring for sailing ships and shamelessly showed Junction’s teeth to the creatures of Hell.

Junction was a democracy. So elections were being held and ale being drunk and the whores were working overtime. President’s Day was a time for hymns and good pot, a time to jump and scream and not be jailed or whipped or clamped in stocks or thrown into the urine pit. But today Junction was too noisy for Ned, and everyone would be using his favorite whores. If he stopped at the Congress Bar, which smelled of perspiration and soil, they would probably put him to work. So here he was, hand in his pocket, awed by nature freaking out before him, thinking about Hilda’s heavy hips and Sandra’s tiny breasts. He thought about his mother, whom he had never known except as a presence when he was a babe. She had walked into Hell during the happy time of Whitsuntide and never returned. As she had been claimed by Satan, so Ned’s father gave up his life to prayer. The old man never wearied of telling Ned that he was “a pea from the pod,” just like his mother in looks and temperament. He wondered what his mother had found out there and why she had stepped off the edge of the world. He felt the draw of Hell and shivered.

“You should be ashamed of yourself, Ned Wheeler,” shouted Forester, the church featherwaker, as he pushed his way through the tall grass behind Ned. He was a small, nervous, bald man with a red, freckled face and arched, bushy eyebrows.

Ned started, as if he had been jolted out of a dream; he was cottonmouthed and groggy and annoyed. But Forester had no authority here, and Ned would not give him the satisfaction of recognition. Even now, when he was off duty and merely another placid citizen of God’s only city, Forester affected the vestments of the clergy—the carycoat and overhood; but he had taken pains to make his clothes much fancier than the humble priests. Embroidered edging and a blood-purple chasuble told everyone that he could afford, albeit just barely, to buy an acre of Heaven.

“You’re being drawn into Hell, and none too slowly. A perfect example you’re setting for the children...” He stopped beside Ned, pulling grass away from his coat, and turned his back to the tundra and Hell. “You’re turning into a dybbukdevil, if you’re not one already. Have you nothing better to do but suck up the effluvia of Hell?”

Drop dead, Ned thought, but still he ignored Forester.

The children shouted, whooping with excitement.

“See,” he said, “they are here, just as I thought. And you just let them be, didn’t even chase them away from the hands of Hell.” Forester turned around, shielding his eyes with one hand and crossing himself with the other.

Ned watched the children playing in the gray scrub of the Helltundra. It would not do to tell Forester that he had not seen nor heard the children before, that Hell had soaked up sight and sound into its unholy patterns.

A whore’s daughter, blond and buck-toothed, hiked up her skirt for Handler, Small Henry’s youngest son, who was shouting, “Bugs, bugs, it’s probably full of bugs.”

Ferris Angleton’s daughter, Flora, joined him immediately, shouting, “Bugs, bugs, I see the bugs.”

The little girl pulled down her skirt and then started to laugh. She walked toward Handler, swinging her hips in an exaggerated fashion, and then grabbed for his crotch, screaming, “I’ve got the worm.”

Handler blushed and Flora lifted up her dress to prance around singing, “I’ve got a worm and it’s bigger than his, it’s bigger than his, it’s bigger...”

“Listen to them,” said Forester. “They’re being swallowed by Satan. You’ll get a day in the stocks for this, and if I have anything to say about it, you’ll be thrown into the pisspit.”

Ned watched a mountain melt and grow again in Hell.

“Get out of there,” Forester shouted at the children. “Come up out of that Helltundra at once.”

The children walked toward them, crying and clasping their hands against their chests in innocent shame. Forester lectured to them, his rouged cheeks puffing in and out as he worked his mouth around words he barely understood, words he had learned from the whores in study-sessions. The children bowed their heads, probably thinking about tonight’s dinner they would not get and the beechwood thrashing sticks hanging ominously on the kitchen wall.

Ned had heard Forester’s lectures before in the church; they were all basically the same—pompous and filled with words no one could understand. They were too shrill to have effect. Even the children squinted and pulled in their cheeks as his sandpaper voice splintered the surrounding sounds into coughs and shrieks. But crying was in order, and the children did that well, although they managed to give Ned a few well-formed dirty looks and stick their pink snake tongues out at him.

He pretended that Forester’s voice was a huge waterfall crashing into the rocks below, spurting foam into the air, filling everything with a dense mist that could not blunt the roar of clear water. His attention wandered, seduced once again by Hell—he was frightened by the growing black mountains; they were great bears lumbering toward him, mouths slavering, needle-teeth glinting under a black sun. (Ned had never seen a bear, had only read about them in a golden book found in a dank cellar.) But he was still drawn to the edge of Hell, fascinated by its landscape of nightmares. For everyone else, especially Ned’s father, Junction was a holy haven; for Ned it was a trap.

“That’s the will of God,” Forester said, pointing toward Junction. “And that”—pointing toward Hell with its new mountains—“is the will and the way of Satan. Are you coming to church and wash these sins away before Satan sucks you in?”

Say yes, Ned told himself. For all Forester’s shrillness, blind faith, and silly pomp, he was right—Junction was the way, the glass church was—or should be—his beacon. As Ned had been told: “Glass to let in the many eyes of God. A transparent mountain of perfection.” Yet he was still transfixed by the kingdoms of Hell.

“Well?” Forester asked. “We’re leaving this minute. I can feel this place draining my strength, filling me with sin. Come along.”

“No!” Ned shouted, overcompensating with his voice for his fear and anger with himself. But he couldn’t leave yet, and certainly not with this buffoon who had somehow managed to steal God’s love and happiness, and now made everything soggy with it.

Ned’s silence broken, Forester smirked and said, “Then let Satan have you.” He pushed the children to get them moving. Flora turned around after about five paces and gave Ned the finger and a coy smile. Soon they became a rustle in the high grass, a screeching memory that would refuse to fade. Ned would almost prefer Hell to the reception he knew he would get in Junction. How could he face his father who was praying with tears and chestbeating for the return of his prodigal, the misfit who drew life from his seed? Ned was ashamed that he could not see Heaven. He cried for his father, felt the guilt of the church upon him, but was compelled to stand on the edge of reason, on the perimeter of God’s hope. This, he thought, was true perversity. It was as if by just standing here on the edge, he could enter a dream, and he was certain that his nightmares were connected with the stuff of Hell. And if the dream-scrims would part for only an instant, he would be able to see what really lay outside Junction—not the shades of Hell, but another world.

He watched Hell’s mountains and began to dream.

As Ned had been told—“And to punish sinners, God sundered cause from effect.” And he believed it; he was watching it. The mountains, growing and sometimes collapsing, looked real in every detail: snowcapped peaks, lowland vegetation straining up ever-increasing inclines, becoming sparser in the cold, high regions. The earth colors were soft browns and greens stippled with black and ocher—all the shades of Junction reality reflected in a slightly curved mirror. In those impossible regions time could be speeded up, stopped, or merely distended like a balloon ready to burst. Out there, only the presence of Hell’s black sun was predictable; everything else could, and would, change. Ned had often before dreamed that the sun was a terrible pit with no bottom, a hole in the sky. And out of this hole flowed the very stuff of Hell.

Something moved just beyond the tundra.

Ned felt a chill crawl up his spine, a shudder that silently cracked in his throat; yet still he dreamed. He tried to turn and run toward Junction Road where he felt he would be safe, but his body stood immovable, fixed to the worm-ridden soil as any of the grasses swaying in the slight breeze.

He could barely make out a creature running toward the tundra. It seemed to run faster and faster, just reach the tundra, but it could not cross over. It was small, but, like a swimmer in a still pool, its shape kept changing, swirling into vagueness, as if it were trying to shift from one reality to another.

Ned was certain that a creature from Hell could not reach Heaven, nor Heaven’s holy outpost. Even Forester could not deny that, although he would probably like nothing better than to watch the creatures of Hell smite the sinners in Junction. But the creature would not give up; it was still running, never quite reaching the grayness of sand and rock and plain. The sun was shadowed by clouds that drained the landscape of color, leaving only ash waiting to be dissolved in bright light. The creature shrieked and crawled and begged, but the distance was too great. Ned tried to make out its words—if, indeed, that’s what they were—but they were too jumbled, and he could not be sure that they were not just sounds in his head, like the noises he could hear when no one was about and it was absolutely quiet.

He thought again to break free, but the roiling dreamstuff of Hell leached away his will, dampened his screams, stilled his movement, and transformed his fear into cold bridges of thought. What if this raging Hellbeast did break through Heaven’s bounds? And then it would be free to swallow Junction and vomit it up again—a new city, dripping with the saliva of sin, drowning in Satan’s sperm. He studied the monster and tried to make out its features. Was it a woman? Did it have pointed teeth? How many arms and legs? He couldn’t tell; its shape changed so quickly. But it seemed to him that it might be a bird. Was that a yellow beak protruding from a faceless face? An intuition told him that was right.

The clouds had scudded across the sky, leaving the sun alone to burn in a clear blue ocean. But the snow-peaked mountains in Hell reflected no light. They seemed to absorb it; what was left became constant twilight. Above the mountains, the black sun was a dead ember in Hell’s firmament.

Perhaps the creature was a bird of Heaven trapped in Hell? Ned thought about that, trying to recall a phrase from the Book. Ezekiel the Wisherman saw in a vision beasts with wings that were called angels. That was in the Book. “And they were full of eyes round about them.” He didn’t quite know what that meant. If only the monster trying to escape into Junction was a bit larger. Then he would be able to make it out.

He thought of Saint John the Diviner and remembered his father, who could memorize anything, recite: “And before the throne there was...”—he would raise his hands above his head at this point—“... a sea of glass like unto crystal: and in the midst of the throne, and round the throne, were...”—he threw up his hands again “...four beasts full of eyes before and behind.”

“And the four beasts had each of them six wings about Him.” Father breathing with difficulty, looking to the ceiling. “And they were full of eyes within, and they rest not day or night, saying, ‘Holy, holy, holy, Lord God Almighty,’ which was, and is, to come.”

Full of reverence, he strained, his eyes to see the creature. It might be a lion—he knew that wasn’t right—but a lion couldn’t run upright. It was too small to be anything but a small animal or a bird. If its shape could change, then so could its size. Perhaps it was a combination of monsters: lion and bird, snake and lizard, spider and bear—or, worse yet, perhaps it was an ephemeral monster cobbled out of Ned’s fears, only real for Ned. Real enough to eat him, but not true enough to last. And if it was a creature of Hell it could (and probably would) devour the infant mountains and drink the river. The river was fed from Hell; it was an abomination, an anabranch of Satan’s piss coursing through God’s land and then back into the Hellsump. But Junction wasn’t Heaven yet and thus had to be fouled. It was a busy little Purgatory, full of reminders of the sins of man and the glories of God, closed in—and in fear of—Hell in all its black magnificence.

Eyes straining, Ned could see it now. The creature was crawling, growing; its yellow wings were flapping wildly. Its henna and stammel eyes were blinking as if they were regulated by God’s clock. Ned could see every detail: yellow beak, claw feet, and the hundred eyes of Heaven, or Hell. So it was a bird. He had been right, but the details blurred with his illumination; his eyes strained to plot the creature’s course and shape—and could do neither. The vision was in his mind, or at least magnified by it, a dream that he had soaked up from Hell.

He stared at the earthly terminator that divided Heaven’s possibility from Hell until his eyes burned and welled with tears. Go home, he told himself, and pray with Father. But he could not stand the thought; his father’s love seemed to be driven by hate.

Again, he saw the creature. It jumped into the air and rolled into the tundra. But it couldn’t escape from Hell, Ned thought.

Hell’s mountains turned to glass, reflected the black rays of the sun.

Ned screamed as bright images flashed in his mind: his father growing old in a mirror, Sandra changing into someone else, a bridge into Hell, tunnels and God’s locomotives, and a desert of red sand, tuff, tundra, and stone churches.

He tried to fight his way out of the dream.

But he seemed to be in the grip of the hand of God.

I repent, he thought; but he had no voice. He was still trapped as securely as Satan had been in the icy center of Hell.

I repent...

The creature from Hell was drawing near. It was coming to claim him, the sinner. But perhaps it was an angel from Heaven sent to help him. Could this only be a vision, a vision of conversion? An angel that had escaped from the torments of Hell—that, it was said, had happened before. Leland had escaped from Hell to present Christine with the rosary, the beads of life, the prayers of eternity.

The monster lumbered across the tundra, wings folded across its back, eyes blinking.

But which monster did he see? Was it only a figure of his imagination or was it tangible, a new addition to Junction reality? It became larger as it bridged the distance, investigating new ground. 

Ned found he could close his eyes—that was better than facing it. “Coward,” he called himself, but his eyes, now blinded inside his head, refused to open.

How close is it? he thought.

“As close as your dream,” said a voice inside his head, a not-quite-voice that was more like noise, like the thunder or static he heard in his head when he was alone and frightened and thought he could hear angels rustling their wings and whispering amongst themselves.

“I’ve come to take you. There’s much ahead for you to remember.”

Ned found his voice and screamed, but it was as if he was listening to someone else. When he stopped—his ears ringing and blood pounding in his head—he thought he heard another voice, a real voice cutting the air with breath and spittle. But that, too, seemed to be coming from the monster. Could it have as many voices as it had eyes?

“Hello, hello. Are you Ned Wheeler? Don’t be afraid...” The voice seemed to be swallowed by the very air. It was a voice he could barely understand, for it had no nasal twang, but he could certainly make out his own name.

“Come now or run. It’s no difference to me. Work it out. But I won’t leave without you. It’s already done.” Then static, the rolling of drums, birdscreams, the coughing of broken lungs.

“Leave me alone,” Ned shouted.

And he was free, released from the dream. He turned and ran through the high grass to Junction Road, looking back only once—and found nothing but grass and a sunny day behind him. The creature had disappeared or perhaps had never been there in the first place. Ned was still trembling. This might be a vision of conversion, he thought. That meant the angel would not leave until Ned held God’s hand. That’s better, he thought.

He did not stop running until he reached the moss-covered cobblestone road. This northernmost part of Junction Road was not cared for and was overrun with weeds and white flowers. It was a nursery for insects and noisy things that scratched and squeaked and jumped through weeds and grass. Spiderwebs glistened in the sun. Ned’s fear began to ebb as he sat down on a stone, leaned over, and carefully tore the heads off near-by flowers. He rubbed his hands with them until he could smell their pungent aroma mixed with his healthy perspiration—the sweat of physical exertion concealed the fetid sweat of fear. His breathing returned to normal; his head cleared. It was as if Ned had just awakened. Even as he tried to remember, the vision began to slip away, almost as if it had never been, to be replaced by vague whisps of thought and feeling. But as Ned savored the warmth and color of Junction’s eternal summer, he remembered one of his father’s favorite sayings: “How soon we forget the teaching of the Lord.”

It was probably a revelation, he thought. A waking dream. A lesson. But Hell plays tricks on the eyes and mind. And he was much too close to Hell, not even a mile away from its borders. But why am I drawn here? he asked himself. It is a magnet for evil thoughts. He felt a twinge of guilt, but, as always, it turned into vague sexual desire. Perhaps my mother draws me here, he told himself, but could not believe that. Many folk had walked into Hell to die by its various engines. Why, Sam Sense had even watched one of the greasy women from the Faubourg beyond the wall step into Hell, only to break apart like shattered glass. And Sandra had told Ned stories about Hell, how one might melt like wax or turn to stone. Perhaps I’ll end up broken in Hell, Ned thought, feeling as if he would be forever alone.

Gaining courage, Ned walked back to investigate. He took his time, considered turning around several times, but continued on—at least no one would think him a coward. He followed his path of trampled grass to the edge of the field, to the border of the tundra, and looked into Hell. He searched for his mother’s face as if it might have become part of Hell’s body.

Before him, the mountains of glass had turned to gelatin and were shaking and melting. Hell was melting, turning into primordial ooze.

He could not find any monsters. Everything was calm. The sky was bright, the clouds full and luminescent. Hell had turned to mush, its foundation and reinforced reality pulled away to reveal a bare stage ready for new props and sets.

Although he was awed by the religious moment, he still couldn’t repress an urge for some good grass, a touch of spider brandy, and a good fat whore—after all, he rationalized, it would be a long walk through the grass, woods and wastes, commons, meadows, and lammas lands. But friends and whores would not satisfy him, and his grin seemed to be pasted on his face.

As he turned away from Hell, he heard a noise in his head, a rattle he couldn’t shake away, an almost-voice that was there to stay.
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Junction consisted of two great streets running parallel with each other between the hillside and the river—which was fed from Hell. All the other foul, narrow streets fed into these two avenues at right angles, forming a “rib” pattern and creating the tidy, unnatural lines of the city. Both streets wound their way closer to each other and almost came together in the Portus Park section, an important parcel of cityland populated originally by guildsmen (after God raised Hell and knocked everything down), but now a center for all craftsmen and artisans, artists, seers, poets, and other frowned-upon iconoclasts. A strange melding—one that produced a respectable amount of brawls and folktales.

It was around and about Main Street that the Old Desert Midland Bank, now a glorious church, and most of the popular whorehouse bars could be found. Riverside Drive, a hated but still used name, was a market and residential street, although most of the market stalls could now be found on Main Street and in the Portus Park area, where the fiercest bargaining occurred and the loudest voices could be heard. In the middle of Main Street there survived, against town law, a large farmhouse with all its agricultural and pastoral appurtenances: horses in the stalls, chickens pecking for food, a sad-eyed old bull about to drop dead, and a dung-heap of gigantic size in the front yard.

That house, known conveniently as “The Stone House,” was the President’s residence. The horses and bull were displayed as symbols of power. Before God raised Hell, the house had been a rich man’s home, a museum and cultural center, and a synagogue.

Since a president could only serve—or be served— for one year, Thomas McCall, the incumbent, a tall, long-faced, muscular man who disliked Ned for his whoring, but used the same whores himself, was moving out. He would return to his house in the bowels of the Portus section and resume his old trade as a mason. McCall was still enfeoffed to Ned’s father, and had once banged Ned on the head for trying to collect his father’s rent.

On the southeast perimeter of Junction stood the ruins of a town wall that had never been completed. It was to encircle all of Junction, but—so the tales had it—the workers had quit for religious reasons. The wall was to be two meters thick and eighteen meters high, an insurmountable object for the crawling beasts of Hell. That, of course, was never believed. It would cast a shadow fifteen meters on either side—Hell’s reflection of walls, gates, and towers. The wall was begun on the side farthest from Hell and represented the weakened will and fear of its builders, for who would willingly stand near Hell and coax its monsters?

It was said that the strident word of the church had once more carried its people into Heaven and, more mundanely, lessened their workload; for town law had it that such civic duties were to be scheduled so as not to interfere with the normal workday. That meant civic work had to start at about three in the morning—serfage, tradeswork, and the many services that awakened the city for another day of toil would begin at dawn.

Beyond the southeast wall were farm and fallow lands, Sky Forest, named for a lake that had mysteriously dried up long ago, a few small villages and settlements, and the inevitable borders of Hell. The Fauboughers who lived on the farms beyond the wall, were infidels, backsliders, misbelievers, heretics—too afraid of Satan and not sure enough of God to trust in his beneficence and be sheltered. The church of Junction fought the Fauboughers with slogans—hatchets of God they were called—since country trade and commerce were too important to lose, even for religious prejudices. There could be no jihad or crusade with fists flying and heads rolling.

Bridgehead, the northwest corner of Junction where Ned had seen the monster from Hell, was almost surrounded by Hell. It was cut off from the mainland by Sticksveiller River, which ran down the northeast side of Junction before changing its course. Bridgehead boasted the finest smoking-grass, provided the leafy crop was carefully tended, but it was too close to Hell and its fatal miasmas to be inhabited. In fact its smoking-grass was said to contain the smoke of Hell. 

Built over Sticksveiller River, Bild Bridge was the only way back from Bridgehead—unless you were going to Hell or were willing to follow the narrow band of duskland that was sometimes swallowed by Hell, sometimes by Heaven, to Crocus Bridge, a wooden cut-across that rocked and swayed and squeaked when stepped on. Bild Bridge was forty meters high and had circular masonry arches. But it was dumbly humbled by the skeletal remains of a great steel bridge that had collapsed under God’s shaking. Like a Roman bridge of similar plan, which had spanned the Tagus River near the Spanish-Portuguese border for two thousand years, Bild Bridge might last the years if it could stand God’s shaking and if Satan did not pull the cover of Hell over it.

Ned had a recurring dream that always began with Bild Bridge, but he could never quite remember what happened—the bridge, indistinct figures, mountains growing in his hand, tunnels yawning before him to turn into crawlways were swallowed by his screams which would tear through layers of sleep and push him into wakefulness. He would find himself sitting up in bed trying to remember, eyes still pulling against the dream, as he fell back into deep water and passed through the warm thermoclines of sleep. But his dreams were always nightmares; in these dreams he was always trapped or isolated from his friends and father. In dreams he could not open doors or even make himself known. He was a ghost, or a dead thing. And always, there was something drawing him, waiting for him.

All that was far away from Ned now. In the middle of a warm afternoon, dreams became like childhood memories, unreal, transparent things—dust dragons swept away by noise and motion, whispers lost in a forest. Although he tried to remember his vision, it slipped away, as if it were sand spilling out of a child’s tightly cupped hands. Noise filled everything up, blotted out memory, created a bustling, all-important now. By the time Ned reached Junction proper, he was sweating. He thought of his father, who would be waiting impatiently for him in church. He felt the pressure of being forced into Heaven by guilt, and slowed his gait.

The streets were crowded with election day celebrants. Dressed in Sunday best, courteous to one another, singing, laughing, giggling, the townsfolk were all walking to church or a bar or a lover or favorite whore. Men dressed in cardboard stiff carycoats and loose-fitting frieze pants lifted their caps to the ladies who had not bathed in weeks but were dressed in multi-petticoated finery. All wore the neatly powdered, and by now slightly sticky, look of celebration and humility. Their Victorian faces possessed certitude and thin-lipped righteousness.

Of course, the street people and “serfies” were strident and ragged and earthy and full of sin and momentary happiness. Drafts of cheap brown beer and an occasional poke of rough-cut grass turned prayer day into holy holiday. The whorehouses helped, too. They proclaimed love for everyone and offered the necessary edge of sin and guilt to the righteous and cheap fun for the poor, for on holiday everyone paid what he could afford.

Ned felt alone, isolated from the crowd. A man without a shirt, chest covered with ashes, winked at him as he passed. Ned had seen him at the Congress Bar a few times, quietly sipping a drink and waiting his turn. Ned bowed his head at a group of ladies prancing by, but he wasn’t interested. They giggled and pointed at him, their pungent smells preceding them. The youngest one, a saucy blond, scratched at her crotch and Ned looked away, wishing for a swim and a smoke. Ned was of marriageable age and very eligible. When not working for his father, he spent his time whoring and Hellwatching—and the only women he befriended were whores. That made him very desirable. Although he had little money now to support a pink-cheeked wife, he would later inherit his father’s privileges and estates, receive his due of revenues from Faubougher and Freemen alike, and by then be a fine example for his young children. But he had often said to his friends that he would rather marry a whore who could think than a respectable babymaker from the northeast section of Portus Park. That was good for a laugh and a tumble with the girls.

Ned thought of the whorehouses just ahead; but something buzzed inside his head, spoke gibberish and words he couldn’t understand. He felt the touch of a dream and stopped walking, oblivious to the crowd flowing around him. He fought the dream, told himself that the voice was his conscience or his thoughts that had been confused by Hell.

I must stay away from Hell, he thought. I won’t go back again, he resolved.

But the voice whispered to him, and Ned felt drawn into the dream, tied into something larger than he could imagine. But what?

He screamed, remembering the birdbeast, discovering that it had found its way into his head.

“Leave me alone,” he shouted.

And the voice was silent, as if it had never been. Again he felt disoriented, as if he had just awakened, trying to remember... Dreams dissolved, were replaced by passers-by, who gave Ned quizzical looks and shook their heads.

Embarrassed and sweaty, Ned began to walk quickly. He would go to church and pray for true conversion.

The church was several blocks away. There were not very many vendor stalls in this area, and most of them were closed—the proprietors were either praying or whoring or politicking. He passed “The Hanging Tree,” a small, ramshackle, sidestreet whorehouse that was doing a good trade today. But the girls were not up to par, Ned thought. They were jealous of the Congress girls and were always starting fights. Ned remembered a skinny redhead named Reisel who painted her toothless gums and had given Sandra the long pink scar that ran across her face. It had been a good fight: Sandra had knocked out all of Reisel’s teeth and was about to kill her when Ned broke up the fight. But that had been years ago, when he frequented every house in town.

Ned sighted a piece of glass in the gutter and stooped to pick it up. That would bring good luck—glass had taken on religious significance. It symbolized grace and the all-seeing eyes of God. Since the shaking, when man fell from grace and lost the privilege of doing God’s handiwork, it was forbidden to cast glass. But the Book promised that after the Last Days, men would be cleansed and “stand upon a sea of crystal.” Most of the church glass that had once littered the immediate vicinity of the bank had been picked up, but Ned could always find new pieces around—it was as if the precious stuff regenerated itself right there in the street. Although some of the glass had been donated to the tabernacle, most was kept for luck and private prayer. It was a very valuable black-market commodity.

Much of Ned’s whoring money had been made by selling these sharp trinkets. There were as many rumors that Ned was dealing with Satan as there were that he was chosen by God—luckily, the conflicting rumors negated each other and he was left to himself. That gave him a freewheeling entry through Junction’s stratified ways.

Ned had slipped the sliver of glass into his handkerchief and put it into his pocket—sure that it belonged to the bank and was holy.

“Hello, Ned Wheeler,” shouted Miss Jenkens, a squat old woman wearing a faded black dress and a veil. She was Ned’s old schoolteacher. She caught up with him and asked, “Are you off to church?”

“Yes, mam,” he said, walking a bit faster, hoping she would fall behind.

Puffing, she said, “Your father’s worried about you. Do you know that? Do you know that he’s in church praying for you right now?”

Ned nodded, visualized his father crying and praying for his son’s darkened soul, and hurried along the street; but Miss Jenkens kept apace with him like a hungry dog.

“He’s a good religious man. And he’s worried about you, worried you’re going to walk right into Hell. ‘The sinner will be cast into Hell.’ ”

Ned looked around the street; there was no escape. He did not see a familiar face. He would just have to wait it out—she would have to stop talking when they reached the church.

Miss Jenkens’s favorite project was the true conversion of Ned. That would surely wing her into Heaven, erase the simple sins of her youth, and turn Purgatory into a short vacation. She had begun teaching Ned the true way when he was a little boy. Now she was his veiled fury, a self-righteous Hydra with enough talk and gossip for seven heads, a peek-a-boo Thomasa, always waiting, watching, counting up his sins as he forged them with sleep and compromised women.

“I saw you pick up a piece of holy glass,” she said. “Don’t you know that’s a sin—and probably the work of the devil, anyway. You’re not allowed to touch it. Your fingers will burn in Hell. And it’s against the law, only a clergyman is pure enough to touch it. What if I told on you? What then? Are you going to give it to one of your whores?”

Ned sighed and said, “No, mam.” He quickened his pace, but the old woman was vigorous and undaunted. Already he was beginning to regret his vision and possible new conversion.

“Aren’t you worried just a little bit about being poisoned in Hell with your whoring and singing and smoking and drinking?” At best she could be sententious, at worst, her conversation would consist of wheezes, coughs, and long misquoted passages from the Book.

“Yes, mam, I am,” Ned said. And he meant it, although he dreamed about Sandra and some good grass, dreamed of sweaty company and a smoke-filled room. He wanted to tell Sandra about his dream in Hell—what he could remember of it; perhaps she could interpret whether it was holy vision or chimera. He wished he were singing songs in the Congress, making up new words to old refrains while customers sang off-key and clinked pennies into a dish. But he
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