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The Impossible Child

By Tyree Campbell

 


At dawn the silence awoke Charlie. There were
always sounds in the woods, if one were keen enough to them. Leaves
rustled as they troped toward the first rays of vital sunlight. A
passing light breeze from the north caught the dry compost on the
ground and cast it this way and that. Something small crawled
through the loose dirt under the ragged pillow with the depression
where her head had lain. But these were not the sounds of her
childhood, the sounds she longed to hear once more, just once
more.

The woods no longer laughed.

It had been a risk, sleeping out in the open
on the ribbon of sparse vegetation that separated the woods from
the low bluffs to the north, where the opening to the limestone
cave she had discovered was concealed by shrubs and saplings she
had planted and carefully nurtured over the years. Discovered, she
could not have fled in time to the relative safety of the cave—and
would not have fled there in any event. Mommy bird always leads the
snake away from the nest. But something she thought human
had impelled her to sleep under the stars last night. They did
not evolve, hidden from the stars. They oughtn't have to die hidden
from them.

She would have to teach Seelie that. Your
species is given to you, she would say. Your humanity is
acquired.

Charlie yawned and stretched.

At some point during the night fragments of
dead leaves had gotten through the holes in her oversized
camouflage tee, and now, as she sat up, they migrated down her back
and under the black denims, where they commenced to irritate her.
She stood up and loosened her belt, hoping to shake the fragments
down her legs, but rough edges always snag in cotton, and that was
the fabric of her briefs. One of the last pairs of briefs on the
planet, she thought wryly.

They did not evolve wearing clothes,
either. But pale skin in the woods could be spotted from a long
ways away. Even more so her hair—still the color of freshly sheared
copper, though lately she had found a few strands of white in
it—but she hacked it short every two weeks and kept it covered by a
camouflage handkerchief whenever she was out in the open. The
military surplus store she had come across in Ridgeway five years
ago had already been ransacked for weapons and ammunition. Charlie
had been looking for items rather more useful. Unfortunately, there
had been but two packages of women's briefs (also camouflage,
although she could not for the life of her figure out why), and
when those wore out, she had no replacements.

Charlie removed the offending fragments while
she took her morning pee beside an ancient poplar, then conducted
the daily check. Gravity had little effect on her breasts, each
still the size of her fist, but no lumps had formed overnight. She
had no idea what she would do, should she discover a lump. She
tried not to think about the bayonet in the cave or of what she
might have to do with it, if it came to extremes. She could live
with one breast, or no breasts. But it was important that she live
at least for the next five days. Seelie, her child who was not
possible, was only seven. And Charlie still had much information to
pass on.

Gray eyes ever watchful, she stole from the
trees to the bluffs in one swift dash. Half a lifetime ago she had
participated in track events, but without distinction. She now
considered the ten-meter run-to-shelter her own event, in which she
held the world record. Track and field events had evolved from
skills a soldier needed on ancient battlefields. Plus
ça change, she thought. She did not
run directly for the entrance to the cave. She never did that.
Always, she reached the bluffs and paused, warily scanning her
surroundings like a deer before creeping toward the cave. Often she
paused and scanned perhaps half a dozen times, the routine now
ingrained. But she always had to remind herself to look up, at the
crest of the bluffs ten feet above her. It terrified her that one
day she might neglect to do this.

After a final pause and scan Charlie slipped
behind a massive clump of gooseberry vines and swept into the mouth
of the cave. The narrow fissure bent to the left, where it gave
onto a chamber the size of a bedroom, which function it primarily
served. At five-foot-eight Charlie was just tall enough for her
fingertips to brush against the lower portions of the cave ceiling,
but she had no desire to reach up. Cobwebs infested the nooks and
crannies there, their builders long dead of starvation. Only
desiccated hulks remained now. She stepped aside to allow a few
feeble beams of early sunlight to slip through the vegetation and
into the cavern and to the back wall, where they dappled the
wood-and-canvas folding cot on which Seelie was still sleeping, her
pale thin legs tangled in the green woolen Army blanket she had
tried to kick off at some point during the night. The 2XX cammie
tee, huge on her, had bunched around her shoulders. Seelie was
right, thought Charlie. It is warm in here. Even for
summer.

It was pointless to hate the sun, but Charlie
growled at it anyway as she walked across the uneven rocky floor to
the cot. Seelie had inherited from her all the genetic trappings of
the redhead: the hair, the freckles, the pale skin—and worst of
all, the excessive vulnerability to ultraviolet radiation. Survival
of the fittest, Charlie mused. How is it that we redheads
qualify?

She nudged Seelie. "Time to get up,
babe."

*

Gooseberries grew in abundance in this part
of the woods, where the trees were sparse and sunlight was able to
filter down through the canopy. Charlie and Seelie sought out the
ripe berries during the summer, but they were in competition for
them with other forest denizens and often arrived at a clump of
vines too late to gather enough for more than a snack. But the
vines themselves provided cover and concealment for an irregular
network of tillage that mother and daughter planted in the spring.
Anything that resembled a cultivated area, such as several straight
rows of plants, might catch the eye of marauders, who would lie in
wait for the cultivators to show up. But a few radish seeds
scattered here and there, a bell pepper plant beside that rock, a
clump of oats between the roots of an old tree, might well escape
notice.

Even so, they approached each tillage warily,
prepared like deer to flee at the slightest sound or movement—a
practice born of Charlie’s experience eight years earlier, when a
Badlands maraud had caught her.

The hours of rape had passed unabated in the
marauders’ tent, until at last the only man who hadn’t had her was
urged forward by his comrades, to much derision and laughter. He
was callow—younger than she appeared to be, which was nineteen.
When, reluctantly, he’d gotten down to it, he tried to take her
gently. The others prodded him, and finally he was able to complete
the act—but not before he’d managed to undo the bonds around her
wrists, on top of which she lay. In the interim between their
drawing of lots to determine the next at turn, she’d scooted under
the side of the tent and scarpered into the deep woods that
surrounded the campsite.

Three months later, Charlie realized she was
pregnant. This was impossible, of course, for she was human only by
virtue of a DNA splice. Yet it was so. She had no doubt—none
whatsoever—that the youth who last had taken her was the father.
The man and woman she took to be her parents were still alive then.
Her mother wrung her hands and fretted; her father recommended
aborting the infant. Her response settled the matter: it’s not the
baby’s fault. Nine months after the event, she gave birth, on her
own, her “parents” dead from the influenza that swept through the
hills and forests of southern Missouri, reducing by ninety percent
what remained of the population. The infant was healthy, having
inherited the immune system with which Charlie’s grandparents had
been injected before their arrival on Earth. Healthy, but the baby
could still be killed; now Charlie had another to watch out
for.

“Not yet, babe,” she told Seelie, as the girl
reached for a leek they had nurtured. “It should be as big around
as my finger,” she went on, a tolerant smile toying with the
corners of her mouth. “Not your finger.”

Seelie pointed at a low mound of rich earth,
where grew several beets.

“Just one,” said Charlie. “I’ll fetch some
water for boiling it.” Suddenly she froze, a deer wondering what
that sound was. Presently she said, calmly, “Let’s head back to the
cave.”

Charlie’s tone and words brooked no
argument.

*

“Did you smell it?” asked Charlie, as they
sat deep inside the chamber.

The girl gave a little nod. “Something was
burning. Wood, I think. And something else.” She pressed a
blackberry into her mouth. “I think I have smelled it before, but .
. .”

“When your hair brushed too close to the
campfire.”

“Yes, that’s it,” said Seelie. Her hand went
to the left side of her head as she recalled the incident. A burst
of fear brightened her pale eyes. “It’s a maraud, isn’t it?”

Charlie grimaced. “They may have burned the
village half a day from here,” she said. “The wind was blowing from
that direction.”

“Why?” asked Seelie.

Charlie had no answer for her. There was no
Why any longer, only What and When. Survival depended on Where you
were. Where, and a good bit of luck. In the evening, when they sat
out under the stars for a few minutes before going to sleep, and if
the sky were clear enough, perhaps they would see the glow from the
fires. Perhaps they would even be able to see as far as the
radioactive glow over Kansas City.

Charlie left unspoken her hope that a maraud
had not in fact torched the village, that the faint whiff of smoke
in the air came from a forest or brush fire. On several occasions
Charlie had snuck into the village to pilfer whatever she could
carry—a pot for boiling water, a thermos, cutlery, matches, blocks
of Hexi for fires: the necessities of survival. Necessary, because
Heliash had sent her naked through the portal. On one such
scavenger hunt she had found a cache of weapons someone had hidden
under a board in the basement of a now-burnt-out cottage. She took
only the weapons that she could find ammunition for: an Army
forty-five automatic pistol with two extra clips, and an old Marlin
.22 with a pair of seven-round magazines, each firearm with several
boxes of ammo. She also came across a cleaning kit for the rifle,
which she adapted for the pistol as well. By the time she returned
to the cave, just before dawn, lugging that much weight had left
her drenched in perspiration.

The fire and smoke suggested that her
foraging days there had now come to an end. If she needed to
scavenge, she would have to travel farther, with the additional
risk entailed by distance. But the days that passed had almost
reached their end. There might be time and need for one more
journey.

They sat around a small lantern around the
bend in the cave, where the dim glow could not be seen from
outside.

“How many more days?” asked Seelie.

The days, thought Charlie. They strung
together like barbs on a wire, each one painful to touch, even to
get too close to. They went by, uncounted, unattended. Nothing
mattered except to awaken the next morning.

Yet Charlie knew the answer precisely. The
days that passed needed no reckoning. Only the days to come, of
which each day there was one fewer. Five of them now. Until Heliash
came to get them.

“Do they look like us?” asked Seelie.

“I told you they do, babe.”

The girl munched another blackberry. Juice
dribbled down her chin; she wiped it with her finger, and sucked on
the finger. Waste nothing.

“You said they ‘almost’ do.”

“Their hair is a gorgeous purple,” said
Charlie. “Their skin and eyes are the violet of lilac blossoms.
Their hands are webbed to the first knuckle.”

“Will I look like that?” asked the girl, her
eyes filled with hope and wonder.

Charlie was not sure. She herself might have
the DNA splice neutralized, and eventually recover her true
appearance. But Seelie had possessed both Charlie’s and human DNA
from the moment of conception; the strands might prove
inseparable.

“I don’t know.”

“I like purple,” said Seelie, examining yet
another blackberry. “Like this.”

“It’s time for your lessons, babe. Did you
finish your reading?”

With a glance at the great pile of otherwise
unwanted books at the back of the cave, Seelie nodded. “The Age
of Voltaire, by the Durants.” She touched the side of her head.
“I have it all in here now.”

“And the Outline of Quantum
Physics?”

The girl made a face. “Yes, but they got some
stuff wrong.”

Stuff, Charlie laughed silently. Aloud, she
said, “Such as?”

“Falling into a black hole does not tear you
apart,” Seelie explained. “It only appears to do that to anyone
watching from far away. To you, it’s like passing through a tunnel
without any colors, without echoes.” She added smugly, “That’s how
the portal works.”

“Very good. Now let's go over the duodecimate
elements and see if we can figure out which of them will form
stable compounds, and whether they will be soluble or
insoluble.”

“Can I finish my berries first?” asked
Seelie.

*

The maraud passed by that night. Its arrival
alerted the light sleeper Charlie, but Seelie remained snoring
softly. Charlie debated whether to awaken her. Any sound might
alert the killers. Awakened, Seelie might give a muffled, fearful
cry. But if the
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