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 CHAPTER 0
 

(Five Years Ago)

 


“Hello.”

Steve Gregory awoke in his chair to find his wife, Janice, sitting up in her hospital bed, talking on the phone.

“Honey?” he said, scrambling to her side.

Janice laughed at whatever she heard on the other end of the line. “Yes, yes. And you? Good.”

“Kids,” Steve said. He shook Sarah awake. The girl sat up from the window seat, blonde hair matted on one side. “JJ.” He reached over to the sleeper chair and shook the boy’s sneaker.

Janice had been on pain medication for the last few days and had slept nearly the entire time, except for a few moments of blurry-eyed mumbling. The doctors had said she probably would never wake up, and Steve had begun to believe it. Yet here she was, holding a perfectly normal conversation. He wanted the kids to see her like this. To remember her like this.

“Stage four,” she said, still smiling. “Terminal, yes. Are you coming to see me?”

“Honey,” Steve said, “who are you talking to?”

Janice didn’t respond. Her eyes didn’t even flick toward him. She just stared off at the counter full of flowers and cards, absorbed in her conversation.

That’s when Steve heard it. “Honey?” He took the phone from her and put it to his ear.

< . . . and try again> the automated voice was saying.

Steve frowned and hung up the receiver.

“Mom,” Sarah said. She sat on the mattress next to Janice and scooped up the bones of her hand.

“Oh, honey, your hair,” Janice said, smiling vaguely. She picked at her daughter’s mussed locks.

Sarah grinned, blushing, tearing up. “Yeah. Yours, too.” They’d always had the same hair. Janice had lost most of hers.

JJ, stretching his bleary eyelids as wide as they would go, stood by his sister, hands in his pockets, shoulders high.

“Jeremiah,” Janice said, smiling at him.

“Hey, Mom.”

“You took off your hat inside.”

“Yeah.”

“Good boy.”

Janice reached out with her other hand, and Steve could see JJ recoil. Janice had lost so much weight they could see the smile of her skull. And she smelled. Not only of sweat, but of something fouler. The only thing left that looked remotely like Steve’s wife were her eyes, and even those had grown filmy and flat.

“Where is he?” Janice asked, looking around.

“Who, Mom?”

“Is he here, is he . . .?”

“I’m here,” Steve said. He massaged her leg through the blankets, feeling just a shinbone. He tried not to think about it. “I’m right here.”

Janice stared at him a moment, her lips peeling back in a grin. “No,” she finally replied, shaking her head slowly. “He’s gone, isn’t he?”

“Your nurse? You want your nurse?” Steve reached for the CALL button.

“No, there was a man.”

“Uncle Derek?” JJ asked.

Janice’s head floated for a moment, and she looked like she might pass out. “A tall man, he. . . . Steve,” she said, clamping down on JJ’s hand and pulling him close. “Steve, I don’t want to see him again. Please, don’t let him in.”

“Mom—”

“Don’t let him come back here.”

“Janice, honey,” Steve said, gripping her foot. “That’s your son. That’s JJ. I’m right here, honey, I’m Steve.”

Janice stared at him then, and the fear began to melt from her face. JJ tore his hand free, and Steve started to wish Janice hadn’t come to.

It wasn’t fair. Whether she was nodding off or sitting up talking, one minute Janice was there, and another she was a shell.

Finally, she lay back against her pillow and shut her eyes. “Oh, JJ, I’m so sorry. Things are so foggy, sweetheart, I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay,” JJ said, but his shoulders never loosened.

“Janice, honey, are you all right?” Steve said.

She nodded and her tongue rasped against her peeling lips. “Water.”

Steve looked around for her graduated cup. He found it on her overbed table behind a vase of snapdragons. “Ugh,” he said, looking at the film on the water. “I’ll be right back, I’ll . . .”

In the little kitchen down the hall, he got a new cup from the dispenser and filled it with ice water.

Disoriented, he thought on his way back. Janice had been asleep so long she would need time to figure out how many different puzzles she’d mixed up in the same box. Steve would help her sort it out. And he was glad she was awake, he really was. He had so much to tell her. He’d gotten the teaching award. Her sister was having a baby.

Steve stopped at the door to her room, ice shifting abruptly in the cup. Sarah looked at him from Janice’s bed. The girl’s eyes were overflowing, and JJ stood off to one side, running his hand through his hair.

Somewhere, an alarm was going off.

“Dad,” Sarah began.

Steve looked toward the bed, then away.

“Dad, oh my God.”

He nodded.

A nurse rushed in around him. Steve felt the wind of it, but little else. The alarm sounded like a busy signal.



* * *



<Er-er-er-er!>

Deputy Bill Biggs unscrewed the cap on his flask, but then just sat there in his cruiser, staring into the mouth of darkness.

He realized he could still hear the siren. He’d turned it off a while ago, but he could hear it. Kind of the same way you still see the sun after you’ve closed your eyes.

The flask was in the shape of binoculars, a gag gift from Steve when Bill had made deputy. Today, years later, it was no less a joke. Just a darker one.

Bill had read somewhere that drinking alcohol released feel-good juice into your blood: endorphins. Just the smell of the bourbon did it for him. And he had every reason in the world right now to make himself feel good.

He knew he’d reduced himself to a stereotype, but he hadn’t started drinking because of the job. He hadn’t even started because of what was happening with Janice. No, he’d started long before that, back on those hot summer days in the quarry when Janice had picked Steve.

Bill hated himself for this, and he loved Steve—he wouldn’t trade Steve and Janice’s kids for the world—but he had to wonder, would Janice be dying right now if she’d picked Bill? Everything might have been different. He would’ve exposed her to different things.

Should be at the hospital, Bill thought.

He’d exhausted his leave, though, and the Family Medical Leave Act didn’t apply because Janice wasn’t family. Not technically. Even though they’d known each other half their damn lives.

Bill tipped the fake binoculars for a swig, but just as he was looking for any reason to drink, he was also looking for every reason not to. His cell phone buzzed in his pocket, and he lowered the flask.

<Steve>

The Blackberry even showed a little picture.

Alcohol released endorphins; dread released something else. Bill stared at his phone. He knew what the call meant. He didn’t know if he could handle it. Not now.

Call him back, Bill thought. But then he thought, no, he wasn’t a coward. He’d taken on bank robbers. He found people smeared across the road, for God’s sake.

Bill capped the flask, but Steve’s call went to voicemail.

Damn it.

Bill waited, then listened to his friend’s message. He held the phone to his ear long after it ended.

< . . . for more options.>

Bill punched his horn.

<Beep!>

<Beep-beep-beep!>

He sat there, gripping his steering wheel, trying to get his heart rate down. He stared at his flask. Looking at it just made Bill angrier. At life. At Steve. At himself. At Janice, even.

He threw open his door, took a few steps, and hurled the fake binoculars into the mountainside pines. Instantly, he thought about retrieving it—or filling it so full of lead that he never could.

As his foot crunched forward in the gravel, a call came in from dispatch, and Bill found himself racing toward Harcum Middle School, HMS. Shots fired.

He’d been up Cracked Mountain and halfway across Burnt Valley when he got the call. It was a big valley. Lots of hills. Country roads as twisty as a snake. Thing was, he shouldn’t have been this far out. Shouldn’t have been hiding.

He spun out onto a paved road and sped around a corner.

“Shit!” he said. A deer spiraled away from the cruiser, leaving a shattered headlight and a dented fender. Luckily, the animal twirled off into the ditch. It tried to get up, but its leg was flopping.

By the time Bill reached HMS, Steve’s substitute, Mr. Diehl, lay bleeding in the entrance.

Bill touched Diehl’s neck. Dead.

Three shots to the chest.

Bill drew his gun and entered the school. He could hear other sirens approaching—fire truck, ambulance—and alarms blared throughout the brick building. The school intercom had been left on. Whispers bled in and out like radio stations; paper rustled like static. Beneath it all, there were screams.

“Freeze!” Bill shouted, training his gun on a boy wandering out of a classroom. Bill recognized him. Jaime Vedder, dressed in tactical gear and, underneath that, a shirt sporting a green alien head. The boy had always looked weird: lanky, tall, his face stretched, his eyes almost perpetually wide.

He held a Glock.

The boy ducked back into the classroom, slamming the door shut behind him. You couldn’t lock it without a key.

Bill heard Vedder at the back of the room and peeked through the door’s meshed lancet window.

“Freeze!” he said again, bursting into the room.

The windows here were up high, near the ceiling. Vedder had shot one out and was standing on a chair to climb through. Mercifully, the room was empty.

“I will shoot!” Bill said, though he didn’t know if he could do it, didn’t know if he could really gun down a kid.

Vedder turned on him then, pressing the Glock to his own temple. Tears streaked down his face, which had gone eerily blank.

“Don’t,” Bill said, holding up a hand. “You don’t—”

The kid looked sideways at the gun. “Is this real?” he said. He turned the gun on Bill and a shot rang out.

In his pocket, Bill’s cell phone buzzed again while he stood there, watching through his gun smoke as the child’s blood ran down the world map.
  


COLD CALLS
 

 


“It’s coming from inside the house.”

<QOTD When a Stranger Calls>

 


“Can you hear me now?”

—Verizon

 


 

  


 CHAPTER 1
 

(Present Day)

 


<Hola.>

<Guten tag.>

<Ni hao.>

<G’day, mate.>

Kong heard the many hellos every morning he entered the factory. They played over a speaker to anyone who walked through the door.

This morning, Kong dreamed about the voices. He still lay in bed while the hellos looped in his mind. Male, female—each spoke at a different pitch, but they all sounded clinically polite.

<Bonjour.>

<Ciao.>

The speaker even played a snippet of a Beatles song.

Kong rolled over in his cot, sweating, blankets tangled around his hips. He moaned in his sleep, and saw his wife and child, their bodies reduced to ticking metal parts, gears for jaws. They both were mouthing the word “Hello.”

His phone buzzed against his leg, and Kong snapped awake. It buzzed again, and he reached for it. Except instead of jeans, he felt bare skin; no pocket, no cell.

And yet the muscles in his thigh vibrated right there, right where his pocket would have been; the spasm had the exact same cadence as his phone.

Kong stared at the huge water stain on his ceiling. Every morning he felt would be his last. He would rise at five, bathe from a bucket, wish he had the stomach to eat, wish he had time to. Alas, every morning his belly was a vat of churning acids, and he was always running late.

This morning, it was already ten to six.

“Ai ya!”

Kong jumped out of bed and into his uniform, skipping the bath and blowing right through the tarp that covered the missing face of his house. It was a short burst to the factory from there, kicking through weeds and trash.

The many greetings echoed after him as he scurried through the glass doors, their voices bouncing around in the rafters of the large metal shell.

<Ni hao.>

<Hello, hello!>

After gearing up in his static-proof bodysuit and latex gloves, Kong rushed through the metal corridor lined with air jets, which blew off all the dust. A minute later, he exited onto the giant floor of the cleanroom, squinting beneath the scrutiny of low fluorescent lights.

The factory already teemed with life, machines humming and hissing, white bodysuits scuttling everywhere. Hundreds of curious eyes peeked at him from between face masks and little white hoods. He recognized Hsiu Mei by her eyebrows, and he smiled.

Her eyes smiled back. They did this each morning, except today Kong had to force his grin. His stomach was not settling well.

The foreman, marked by his blue cleanroom suit and blue eyes, noticed Kong’s late arrival. Kong tried to avoid eye contact.

“Herro, Donkey Kong!” Randy shouted through a megaphone app on his cell. “You very rate! You very bad worker, Kong! No rice for you!”

The put-on accent bothered Kong today more than any other day. Randy knew it, too. His blue eyes glittered in his sickly white face.

Putting the loudspeaker of his phone right up to Kong’s ear, the foreman continued to shout. “Herro?! Can you hear me now?!”

Kong hurried down his row of workstations, where long tubes and grids of fluorescents beat down on hundreds of white-hooded heads bent studiously to their tasks. The entire way, Randy hounded him with his phone.

“Time to throw barrels, Donkey Kong! Jump, jump, jump!”

Kong sat at his station and began to pluck camera modules from a reel, using tweezers.

Carefully but efficiently, he installed each module onto a printed circuit board before passing each unit on for the next phase in the process.

Randy watched over Kong’s shoulder for several minutes, breathing heavily through his megaphone. Kong didn’t look up. He stayed focused on his work, scanning the intricate circuitry of the chips, double-checking connections.

Finally, when the foreman moved on to blast someone else with his megaphone, Kong felt the muscles in his back loosen up. He settled into a groove of pluck and plug.

Sometimes while he worked, he liked to zoom out and think about the larger machine, all the functions of the factory, all the young men and women screwing cases together, or wiping a screen, right down to the packaging at the end as conveyor belts rolled on and on. He even imagined that fembot voice echoing endlessly as workers scanned labels, or plugged in diagnostic cables—that robotic, Mandarin-accented voice repeating a single word . . .

<Okay.>

<Okay.>

. . . hundreds of thousands of times, with the exact same inflection.

<Okay.>

Kong used to enjoy testing his ability to visualize myriad processes all at once, to see how many moving parts he could conceptualize and keep track of.

Not today, though. In fact, not for a while. He no longer liked to think about the scope of the place.

Over the years he had watched technology reach out and sink its wires into everything. Now it was practically wet-wired with the world. He had watched as machines replaced men, and factories replaced fields. Then he watched as men themselves became part of the machine. His whole life, reduced to the tick of a cog.

Thinking about it only worsened Kong’s heartburn, so he struck the factory from his thoughts. Today, he obsessed over something much different.

He wondered how his wife and son were doing at the hospital. It was a short walk—perhaps a mile to that side of the compound—but he rarely had time to make the trip.

So he would call them, then. Today. He had meant to touch base with them for a week now. Last time they had talked, his wife couldn’t hold anything down, and his son had been excreting something like oil.

“Kong!”

He jumped and tweaked a camera module as he plugged it into the circuit board. Randy had snuck up behind him, and his megaphone app had gone off so close to Kong’s head that the sound ruffled his hood.

“Hah!” Randy beamed down at the twisted module. “I’m docking that from your pay.” Then once again, he moved on to harass someone else.

Frowning against his face mask, Kong tried to bend the module back into place with his tweezers. It snapped at the kink.

“Cao ni ma,” he muttered into his mask. He stared at the broken component, wondering how much it would cost him. Surely more than its worth.

“Ándale,” said Maria Vasquez. She waited in the workstation down from Kong.

He nodded and tweezed off a new camera eye, which he installed on the circuit board before passing the electronics off to Maria for further assembly.

Hours flashed by of nothing but pluck and plug. Outside, sunrise slanted in from the east, only to stretch its shadows westward. Temperatures fluctuated with every breeze, and birds flew by. Inside this windowless box, however, nothing changed.

Randy’s voice moved here and there throughout the factory, first far away, and then closer still. Kong’s heartburn waxed and waned with the shouting.

Usually his stomach would settle in the late morning. Today, it just kept burning. His stomach and part of his esophagus felt hot.

Kong’s phone rang. He pulled the Tether out of his pocket for a quick look, but then saw the caller’s picture onscreen. He nearly sobbed.

His wife had updated her photo since last he’d seen. Fei Yen sat in her cot at the hospital in her white gown, waving. Her barcoded bracelet no longer fit her wrist. It swung nearly at her elbow.

Kong had always loved his wife’s soft, round jawline. Now, her face hung from her skull the same way her gown hung from her gaunt frame.

He started to pick up, but his finger stopped just above the glass.

“Ándale,” Maria said again.

“Sorry,” Kong replied, holding up one rubber-gloved finger. He burped up acid and grimaced. “Un . . . baño,” he said, struggling with his limited Spanish.

Maria stared at him from under her hood, glancing once at his phone. He didn’t need to see her whole face to know that she hated him.

“Yo
muerto,” Kong added, hoping that meant sick.

Finally, Maria’s eyes softened. She nodded, and Kong left for the bathroom.

“¡Dos minutos!” she cried after him.

He vomited before he could reach the toilet. Kong burst into the stall, ripped down his mask, and let his mouth explode. He’d been able to hold it, and get all of it into the bowl, but now his mouth burned. He spit into the toilet and knelt there for a while, eyes closed, not thinking about anything.

He’d seen the blood. In the vomit.

He wasn’t thinking about anything at all.

Kong’s phone beeped.

He pulled it out and flinched when his leg buzzed anyway, as if the phone were still there. The ghost phone thrummed three more times in his pocket and then ceased.

His real phone beeped again. Apparently, Fei Yen had left a voice message. She stared back at him from the screen; the hard lines in her face made her look robotic.

Kong flushed the vomitus and blood and thought about erasing his voicemail, wondering whether sometimes, wasn’t it better to be in the dark?

No, he thought, and he pressed a button.

He was not a weak man.

He refused to be weak.

<Please enter your password> the voicemail operator said in her polite British accent. The phone beeped as Kong keyed in his four-digit code.

Unlocked, the operator read off the date and time of the message before playing it back for him: it wasn’t his wife.

“Mr. Kong? This is Dr. Scheidler. I’m sorry to tell you this. Your wife has died.”

Kong felt that phantom ring again. The buzzing in his thigh was the only thing he felt as he listened to the message.

“Her stomach cancer was at such an advanced stage, there was nothing we could do. We made her as comfortable as possible, but . . .”

<Bzzz-bzzz!>

“Mr. Kong, I regret to also tell you that your son is not doing well. If you can get here as soon as you can . . .”

<Bzzz-bzzz!>

“He doesn’t have long. Again, I’m sorry for your loss. If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to call us.”

<BZZZT!>

Kong cried out and nearly dropped the phone into the toilet as the phantom ring resounded in his palm. A new picture appeared onscreen, a different caller now.

“Bao?” Kong said as he answered the phone.

“Hi, Daddy.”

The little boy sounded oceans away, and full of static.

“Bao,” Kong said. “Wo zen me lian xi ni?”

“Daddy, I don’t understand. I can’t understand you now.”

“Where are you?” Kong said. His Mandarin accent had always been heavier than his son’s. He spoke his English carefully. “Can you understand me now?”

“Are you coming to see me, Daddy?”

“How can you call me?” Kong asked again, this time in English. “How are you calling—?”

“Daddy? I can’t hear you. Will you come? Are you there?”

Kong shut his eyes. “Hao,” he said, nodding. “I will come.” The call quality hissed for a moment. In the deepest, darkest corner of his son’s side of the line, Kong could barely hear a Mandarin fembot voice emerging from the static, as if his son were in some other factory, far, far away:

<Okay.>

<Okay.>

“Daddy?”

“Yes, Bao.”

“Goodbye, Daddy.”

This time when Kong clenched his eyelids tighter, hot tears spilled down his cheek. “Zai jian,” he said back. “Goodbye, Bao.” But he was talking to dead air. His son had never owned a phone in his life.

A few minutes later, Fei Yen’s picture lit up Kong’s screen. He stared at his skeletal wife. He assumed it was Dr. Scheidler calling with yet more news. Some distant part of him, the part that still had the ability to pay attention, realized he didn’t want to know what the call was about.

Kong slipped the Tether into his pocket and walked out of the bathroom, as if nothing at all had happened.

The cleanroom light glared down on him, making the entire factory glow. All the white bodysuits left streaks as they moved, revealing their web of activity.

Kong walked through the tracers, which bent around him, so slowly he felt he’d lost his helmet on the moon. Hsiu Mei grinned at him with her eyes, but he didn’t acknowledge her.

“¡Burro!” Maria said as Kong sat down at his station. “¡Ándale, ahora!”

He nodded, or rather his head bobbed up and down. No gravity. No air. Just pluck and plug.

“Kong!” Randy shouted from somewhere else in the factory. He marched up the line and picked Kong from his seat by the scruff of his cleanroom suit. “What did you do?” Randy screamed in his face.

Kong said nothing as Randy dragged him out of the cleanroom, into a completely different part of the factory. Here, they didn’t have to wear full bodysuits, just antistatic coveralls, with face masks and little white work caps.

The Mandarin fembot was no longer repeating <okay.> She was simply saying, <No. No. No> as workers logged defective phones.

“What did you do?” Randy shouted. He pushed Kong by the back of the neck, forcing him to face the wasted product line, hundreds of thousands of phones spilling onto the floor like some fish kill, each one gleaming a slimy black.

“They’re all ruined!” Randy said. “Dust in all of them!”

“Dust? No, I did not—”

“Not just dust!” Randy scraped a finger across Kong’s forehead and showed him the clot of white, flaky cells caught under his nail. “Your skin! It’s in all of them! Your dead, stinking skin!” He flicked the ball at Kong, whose stomach had begun to rot out of him as he realized his mistake.

No bath.

He hadn’t even washed his face.

Randy continued to shout at him, but the foreman’s amplified voice faded to the background until Kong could barely hear anything over the ringing in his ear. The tone resonated at the same frequency as the factory lights, so that sound and waveform undulated as one.

“Pay dock!” Randy was screaming. “Pay dock for everyone! And no more medical! Not for you—not for your children!”

Some of the workers shot up from their seats as shouts and curses arose throughout the factory.

“I can take your bathroom breaks as well!” Randy screamed.

One of the auras of light waved to Kong and pranced away, like some child. He followed it, now hearing only the ringing; the uproar faded behind.

The light child always stayed ahead of him, turning a corner just as he turned his, so that he was always seeing only a glimpse of it streaking away.

He found himself on the factory roof, blinded by the sun, his ears still ringing. Kong looked down and realized he was standing at the edge. He swayed, dizzied by the sudden height.

“Are you coming to see me, Daddy?”

“Hao,” he had said.

Okay.

The whole compound spread out before him, from factory to prison fence. He saw his house, among the other housing within the compound, all scoured and ripped apart by the hurricane, his tarp flapping. Some of the houses didn’t even have roofs.

He could see the debris still stacked against the foundations where the water had deposited it; brush, bikes, even whole trees. Tons of cans rolled around in the finer detritus of sticks, leaf bits, and trash; fences twisted, cars rusting.

Town looked the same past the razor wire. Only the factory stood pristine, its lots freshly landscaped and leaf-blown, its few windows washed.

Kong had been here so long he had stopped noticing the destruction all around him. Now he looked on with completely different eyes. He blinked away the bright, syrupy light and felt cold tears on his lashes. He didn’t want to look south to the hospital, toward the employee graveyard.

He was weak.

Kong had come to this land chasing opportunity. He had brought his family, had promised them they were moving to a better life. Because that’s the lie he had always believed. Because, while being born into the world poor was no fault of his, to die poor was a sin.

He stared at his house, at that flapping tarp and his son’s scooter parked outside.

Apparently, all the runoff from the factory had been contaminating their water. Everyone’s. That’s how the doctors had explained it. The carcinogens had leached into everything. So that was the result of chasing a dream: waking up.

<Hola.>

<Guten tag.>

<Ni hao.>

<G’day, mate.>

Kong looked down when he heard the many hellos. Far below him, Randy had exited into the lot, hood torn back from his golden-blonde hair, face mask torn down around his chin.

<Bonjour.>

<Ciao.>

<Hi, Daddy.>

Hsiu Mei trailed behind the foreman, the pieces of her bodysuit still intact, her eyes tight with worry. “Hong Kong!” she cried out, using the pet name she’d given him. “No!”

Seeing her now, it reminded Kong of what she’d told him, of what she’d told all of the employees who gathered secretly at night to talk about home and abandoned friends and their terrible day at work. They called themselves the Union, and Hsiu Mei had told them a story about a factory in the Shanxi Province where she once made phones. There, when the workers were angry, they would threaten to jump off the roof of their multilevel dorms. Once, a whole group of them did. And then the safety nets had gone up.

Here, there were no nets.

Not yet.

Randy held his phone up to his mouth and spoke through the megaphone app. “I don’t know what you’re trying to prove here, Kong! If this is some sort of pay negotiation, we do not respond to suicide threats!”

“Kong, please!” Hsiu Mei said.

And then Kong’s head whipped around to the sound of voices behind him.

Hundreds of young women and men marched across the factory roof toward him, pulling down their face masks and tossing their work caps aside, so that the workers behind them trampled the little white hats. Girls, once beautiful but now sunken in, shook out what hair they had left. A few of the emaciated kids from Africa spat.

Some of the workers were crying, blubbering, while the stronger ones helped the weaker ones along. Others were angry, punching the air as they yelled about unfair wages, their sicknesses, and all their loss.

“What’re you doing?” Randy shouted as the workers lined up with Kong at the edge of the roof. “Get back to work—all of you!”

Kong, with sun-dazzled eyes, looked up and down the line, weeping and confused. Maria stood beside him, a head shorter. She offered him a sad but reassuring smile as she took his hand.

Everyone at the edge joined hands.

“Your wife?” Maria asked.

Kong nodded and looked down. “And Bao.”

Tears sprang to Maria’s eyes and her lips trembled.

“We have strictly prohibited collective bargaining!” Randy was shouting, pacing back and forth and aiming his cell phone speaker at the many faces above him. “If you do not back off that ledge right now, then just jump—all of you! That’s the only way you’re leaving this place. There are plenty more where we got you from, believe me! Now get back to work!”

“No!” one of the workers cried out.

Then all of them were shouting it.

“No!”

Hsiu Mei was still crying up at Kong, but he could barely hear her over the roar. “Kong!” she said, pulling off her hood to unleash silken black hair. “Hong Kong! Wo ai ni!”

Someone down the line of protestors leapt.

Miguel.

Bone cancer, Maria had told Kong. But Kong had heard through the Union that Miguel really had leukemia.

Everyone’s head whipped around, and they fell silent as Miguel plummeted to his death. A woman wailed as his body cracked against the concrete.

More of the workers jumped, one after the other, in a line, pulling each other down, hand in hand. Like a reel. Maria looked at Kong again as the wave of jumpers broke toward them.

Still crying, still smiling, still holding Kong’s hand, Maria leapt, but Kong tore free and she went screaming into the abyss without him.

Kong stepped back as the rest of the workers leapt, too. Their bodies hit with a rhythmic thudding and cracking sound, and blood spattered and pooled everywhere.

Some of the workers landed on each other, and some of them weren’t even dead yet, just lying there moaning or keening over broken bones while Randy ran around, screaming in their faces, spittle speckling the touchscreen of his phone.

“Kong!” Hsiu Mei cried. “Wo ai ni! I love you!” This whole time she’d been pleading with him, she’d also been recording everything on her phone. It was now aimed at Kong, waiting to see if he’d jump. “I love you! Please!”

Weeping, yet still feeling nothing, feeling absolutely mechanical inside, Kong looked down and saw Maria looking back at him, still smiling, coughing up blood.

His leg buzzed again. Only this time the ringing in his ears resolved into an actual ringtone.

He saw movement and looked out past the fence to a church that had lost most of its steeple. There in the weedy street, a tall man in a black suit stood next to the fallen cross, holding something to his ear.

Something big and black.

Like an old phone.
  


 CHAPTER 2
 

 


“What the hell’s wrong with this country?” Steve said as the news unfolded on TV above the diner bar. The last factory worker, Huan Kong, stood on the USconn roof, weeping over hundreds of bodies.

Everybody at Hayworth Diner that morning stared at the screen just like Huan Kong stared at the sky. Even Cathy, the waitress, had stopped to watch, with plates of biscuits and gravy steaming on her tray, coffee mugs dangerously off level.

The story had started with a compelling hook: “A brutal cell phone factory. Lethal pollutants. Illegal workers committing mass suicide. A developing country? Or America?”

“Twenty bucks says he jumps,” Bill said, bringing his hot coffee up for a sip.

Steve shot the deputy sheriff a look from across the booth.

“Sorry,” Bill said, lowering his cup an inch.

Steve picked up his own coffee. “You’re always having to say that.”

“Can’t help it. Shrink calls it a defense mechanism.”

“What, saying sorry? Yeah, I bet that is the only thing keeping you alive.”

A grin tugged at the corner of Bill’s lips. “Maybe you ought to see a shrink.” He took a sip and looked back to the TV.

Glancing into the booth behind him, Steve checked on his kids. Sarah rested her head on the table, sleeping, glasses crooked on her face. Their German shepherd, Barksdale, lay curled up next to her against the wall. JJ, however, was shoveling pancakes into his mouth, fixated on TV.

Great, Steve thought.

He turned back to the news. At least they had stopped showing those poor people piling up.

Apparently, the factory was in Louisiana, in a poorer area of New Orleans that was, all these years after Katrina, still in disrepair. USconn had purchased a bunch of adjacent neighborhoods covering a giant tract of land. They’d fenced off the entire acreage, turned the abandoned houses into living quarters, and, without any zoning at all, they’d built the huge factory to crank out phones—using nothing but undocumented workers.

According to the report, most of the workers had developed some form of cancer due to factory runoff. Even their families had been affected, the pollution had spread so far.

Now the Louisiana Workforce Commission, Equal Employment Opportunity Commission, ICE, and a host of other federal and state agencies were investigating the practices of USconn and the major clients it supplied.

“Just goes to show you,” Mr. McLean said from the next table over. “Doesn’t matter whether it’s a sweatshop overseas, or if you’re an illegal alien here. Same terrible work environment.”

“It wouldn’t happen if they’d just fix our immigration laws,” Mrs. McLean said. “If they’d just hire real Americans.”

“That’s what the news said,” Steve replied, checking his watch. He almost added “must be true,” but didn’t want to disrespect the McLeans. He’d known them since he was a kid. They were like an aunt and uncle to him.

Steve just disagreed with the media’s spin. Sure, immigration needed some sort of reform, and, yeah, Americans needed jobs, but when a company pushes its employees to suicide and the news incriminates immigration laws? Spotting logical fallacies was part of Steve’s job, and this angle felt too much like blaming the victim.

He started to count out some cash for the ticket and tip.

“I got this,” Bill said. “Guy never jumped.” He laid down his own money, leaving ten dollars for the tip. Then he slid out of the booth, knocking his giant knees against the table leg. With a smile and a nod at the McLeans, Bill put on his cowboy hat with its big golden star.

Steve stood too, looking out at Harcum Cemetery across the street as he pocketed his wallet.

Next to the marble angel, he saw a man in a suit, talking on a phone. Except it didn’t look like a cell phone. It looked like an old handset from a landline.

“You know what,” Steve said, “I’ve always loved graveyards.”

“I know,” Bill said, brushing stray crumbs off his black tie. “Creep.”

“It’s one place where things truly are at peace.” Steve nudged his daughter’s elbow. “Come on, kids.”

JJ gulped down the rest of his milk and hopped out of the booth. Sarah dragged herself out of the seat, groaning, hair mussed on one side, worse than usual.

“I’m so tired.”

“You got to sleep in all summer,” Steve said. “How tired can you be?”

She grumbled and trudged on, and Steve turned once more to the booth. “Come on, Barksdale. Come on, boy.”

The dog didn’t even lift his head. He just looked sideways at Steve, who patted his thigh and said, “Come on.”

The German shepherd’s head finally rose when Bill stepped up, whistling. “Here,” Bill said, pointing at the floor near his boots. At his own pace, Barksdale jumped down from the bench and padded over to the deputy sheriff.

“Sit,” Bill said. The dog gave him a significant look before deciding to lie down.

Bill smirked over at Steve. “Huh? What’d I tell you?”

“Yeah, yeah,” Steve said, waving away his friend. They had an ongoing debate over who was Barksdale’s master and who was the sucker who picked up the dog’s poop.

“He respects the chain of command is all,” Bill said.

Barksdale didn’t stay on the diner tile long, though. He got up and made his way to the bar, to an elderly woman sitting there in a knit cardigan.

“I could have sworn,” the lady said, rummaging through the hundreds of lipstick tubes and cough drops cluttering her purse. Her eyes were welling with tears.

“Hi, Mrs. Hayworth,” Steve said, laying a hand on her bony shoulder.

“Oh, hi,” she said brightly, forgetting all about her purse and trembling hands. Her smile gleamed a garish red.

“It’s me,” Steve said, “Steven Gregory. From your fifth-grade English class?”

“Oh, yes, little Stevie. Yes, I remember now. How’s that darling wife?”

Steve frowned. He and Mrs. Hayworth had the same conversation almost every day of the week. She rarely had money in her purse, and Steve always helped her out. Half the time Bill pitched in too. Once, when Steve fell short of the grand total, even JJ had kicked in a bit from his allowance. And JJ was a notorious penny-pincher.

For about a year now, this had been their routine. In all that time, not once had Mrs. Hayworth asked about Janice.

Steve forced a smile. “Let me get this for you,” he said, laying cash on the bar next to her ticket and empty plate.

Hayworth Diner once belonged to the schoolteacher’s late husband, before Mr. Hayworth sold the business for a mansion on the hill. The new ownership hadn’t changed the name, but that didn’t mean they cut Mrs. Hayworth any breaks when she couldn’t pay up.

Steve didn’t care for the new owners—if not for Bill lying about Barks being an official police dog, they never would have allowed the shepherd inside. But the diner wasn’t just a community establishment, it was tradition. You went no matter who owned it, and whether or not you liked the food.

“Why, thank you, young man,” Mrs. Hayworth said. She picked up the money, counted out a few ones, and tried to hand them back to him. “And here’s a tip for you. Great job.”

Steve tried not to let the sadness creep into his smile as he leaned down by the barstool and patted his dog.

“Just leave it under your cup for me, okay, Mrs. Hayworth? I’ll be sure to pick it up.” He shared his smile with the waitress who actually deserved the tip and then turned to follow his family out the door.

Mrs. Hayworth had been a terrible teacher, with a hard-edged ruler for the knuckles of rotten boys. Steve had grown to like her anyway, once he was older and she was retired. Senile, she was actually pretty nice.

“Hey, check this out,” Bill said, pointing at the TV from his spot by the door. A segment about the presidential candidates had just begun. “Ah, man, you missed it. Apparently we’re getting a PCo.”

“What do you mean?” Steve said.

“The Phone Company. We’re getting one.”

“Yeah, but a tower, a store? What?”

Bill shrugged. “They just said we’re getting a PCo.”

“Isn’t that exciting?” Cathy said on her way by with a tray of breakfast plates and orange juice.

“Actually, no,” Steve said, even though Cathy had bustled by. “They just got done telling us on that report. The factory is one of PCo’s major suppliers.”

“I want one,” Sarah said.

“The Tethers look awesome,” JJ added.

Steve shook his head. “That’s like supporting human trafficking. No.”

“Plus the increase in distracted driving and vehicular manslaughter,” Bill said. JJ laughed.

Just by the way the boy chortled and wore his black cap like some junior deputy, Steve could tell JJ thought Bill’s dark joke was cool enough he’d be repeating it to the guys at school.

“Sorry,” Bill said when Steve shot him another withering glare.

“Whatever. Let’s go.”

They glanced once more at the TV, where the libertarian Frederick Hill was giving his campaign speech about his stance on the war overseas. Steve wondered how long it would take after this USconn tragedy before politicians started taking pokes at immigration.

He took a quick look around the diner to see if anyone else seemed upset. Most of them had gone back to their omelets. A few of them, though, were comparing their old phones, looking extremely excited that they might soon get new ones.

Steve began to regret eating such a large breakfast. Sometimes even the people he had known the longest made him sick.



* * *



Bill left on patrol, and Barksdale wandered out into the old headstones of Harcum Cemetery, as was his wont. Not even Bill could coax him into Steve’s car.

After dropping Sarah off at Burnt Valley High, Steve and JJ drove to the middle school, HMS. Steve’s favorite talk show was hosting a panel of experts on the USconn debacle. He listened in while JJ ignored everything except his MP3 player.

According to the panel, the investigation was exploring who actually owned USconn. The inquiry turned out to be difficult to answer, as the manufacturer was owned by a company that was owned by a company that was owned by a shell corporation. One of the directors from the Securities and Exchange Commission called it a nesting doll.

Of course, PCo execs pleaded ignorance beyond their client/supplier relationship with USconn; with a multinational conglomerate such as The Phone Company, how could the executives possibly keep track of everything?

“Typical corporate amnesia,” Steve said to the radio.

As they passed through town, he spotted Marvin Jones, wearing his customary CIA hat. Marvin and his big, bushy red beard had become a permanent fixture near the courthouse, always picketing.

 


PCo Phone Bill: $140

PCo Tether: $750

300 dead USconn employees? Worthless

 


Usually it took Marvin a week to cook up a topical sign that good. His one-man protests were always at least a couple days behind the times.

Good for him, Steve thought. For once, he actually agreed with the crackpot.

At school JJ went off with his horde of friends toward first period, and Steve went to his own classroom. It teemed with eighth graders, chatting, laughing. A lot of them still wore earbuds, and most of them were playing with their phones. He recognized about eighty percent of them.

Steve didn’t say anything. He went to the whiteboard and wrote “Langage Arts” in big black letters. Underneath that, he added his name, then took a seat at his desk.

As he collected his lecture notes, Steve eyeballed the students to see whether any of them had caught on. He smiled to himself when he saw a few girls and at least one boy reading what he’d written.

“Hey, look,” a kid with a New Zealand accent spoke up. Steve knew him. Richard Clement, one of JJ’s friends. “An English teacher who can’t even spell language
arts.”

Several of the boys, friends of Clement’s, all laughed, and quite a few of the girls giggled too.

Steve looked at the board, pretending to be shocked. He took the marker from the tray and held it out. “If you want to, Mr. Clement, you can fix it. Can you tell us what’s wrong with it?”

Everyone was looking at Clement now. Before the kid had a chance to reply, Steve laid the marker back in the tray.

“If anyone wants to fix it, there you go.”

A few students immediately pulled out their phones, glancing at the misspelling on the board as their thumbs worked little keypads.

“Hey, no cheating,” Steve said.

The phones didn’t entirely go away, but some of the wind in the kids’ sails did.

As Steve moved on to his introduction, a little blonde—the younger Disney girl, Meg—approached the white board. He watched Meg, but kept talking.

She uncapped the marker and studied the word for a second. Between the “g” and the “a,” she drew a caret and inserted the letter “u.” With a nod, she returned to her seat.

Steve smiled. He knew one of the quickest ways to get kids’ attention was to indulge their belief that they knew everything. It worked almost every time.

He gestured to the Disney girl. “This is what our class is about. Words. Language. Meaning. And correcting people.”

A few of the kids laughed, as if it were funny, but not that funny.

Steve got an idea and wrote a pair of phrases on the board:

 


Illegal aliens

vs.

Undocumented workers

 


He tapped at the words. “These both refer to the same thing, but what’s the difference?”

“What kind of aliens?” one of the students asked, earning a few snickers.

Steve replaced the word aliens with Martians, smiling the whole time. He looked forward to another year of making students think they were smarter than he was. Because at least then, he was making them think.



* * *



In computer class, JJ and his friend Mini Mark had already figured out how to log in, even though they were supposed to be listening to the teacher’s introduction.

A link popped up in JJ’s instant messages. Mini Mark had sent him a meme. The picture showed the Chinese guy crying up at the sky atop the USconn factory, with a caption that read, <Ai ya! I hate a dead zone!>

<ROFL> JJ typed. He and Mark messed around with the meme for a few minutes, trying out different captions.

<Can you hear me now, God?!>

<Arrgghh! What?! Still no bars?!>

<Goodbye, Kai-lan!>

<Hey, watch this> JJ typed. In an online game they were playing, he ran to the top of a factory and jumped off. There was a splat, and then a red screen.

<Hahaha!> Mini Mark typed.

<Couldn’t. Stand. This class> JJ wrote back.

“Excuse me,” the teacher said, striding over. “What are you two doing?”

JJ and Mini Mark clicked out of the windows. By the time the teacher got there, he was staring at two blank screens.

He and JJ met eyes, and JJ tried not to smirk. The teacher took the keyboard and mouse from him and opened the internet browser.

Damn it, JJ thought.

At home he usually set his browser to clear all history automatically. He had forgotten to set that preference here. And, of course, the teacher went straight to JJ’s history, straight to the memes.



* * *



At the end of the period, Steve sat in the faculty lounge with two other instructors. They all looked up from their lunch when Mr. Beach from computer science poked his head in.

“What’s wrong?” Steve said when he noticed JJ in the hall behind Mr. Beach.

“Your son and his friend were goofing off in class, and apparently they thought this was funny.” Beach handed a stack of printouts to Steve. “I would have sent him straight to the principal’s office, but . . .”

“No,” Steve said, staring down at the terror, grief, and hopelessness wrenching Huan Kong’s face in three different directions. “I’ll take care of it. Thanks.”

Beach nodded and left JJ to his dad.

They went to Steve’s office, where JJ took a seat and Steve stood by his desk.

“What is this?” he asked, gesturing with the printouts.

“I didn’t do it.”

“I don’t care who did it. You think this is funny?”

JJ squeezed the bill of his hat, sharpening the bend in it.

“This man lost his family,” Steve said. “His wife, his son. I can’t believe you’d think this is funny.”

“I told you I didn’t do it.”

“But they were on your computer.”

“So?”

Steve sighed. He had always considered himself a patient parent, but it took every muscle in his body. And in the end, he wasn’t sure his patience did anything to make his kids better people.

“Look, JJ, I don’t care. Forget who did it. I just hope you get why this kind of thing isn’t funny.”

JJ sighed, glanced around at Steve’s Shakespeare posters, then met his dad’s eyes, brows raised. “Yeah. Got it. Can I go to lunch now?”

Steve stared at him for a second, and JJ stared right back. Finally, Steve leaned against his desk. “Go. We’ll talk about this later.”

JJ left and Steve sat there, looking at the memes. His son should have known what it felt like to lose someone. After all, Mrs. Kong had died of cancer.

Then again, JJ had been in Cracked Rock Elementary at the time; he hadn’t lost friends at HMS like his sister had. And Steve sometimes wondered whether sheltering the boy from his mother’s slow death had left him distanced even from his own terrible loss. Which made Steve sad and angry with himself.

Because when he looked at Huan Kong’s face splitting open to the utter void, Steve saw his own reflection there, and he would never understand why JJ had become so desensitized that he couldn’t see his own face there, too.

Steve stopped on the last meme in the stack. He stared at something in the picture, then looked back at the others, confused. Aside from the captions, they were all the same image of Kong. Except for the last one.

At first Steve assumed the photo had been cropped differently than the others, but it hadn’t. They were all exactly the same, except . . .

In this last one, right behind Kong, and mostly out of frame, stood a man in a black suit. Just the man’s shoulder and side, and the blue square in his breast pocket. He was much taller than Kong, so the camera had cut off his head, but Steve could tell the man was holding something up to his ear.

Something black.
  


 CHAPTER 3
 

 


“Hey, Bill,” Aaron said over the deputy sheriff’s radio, “time to take out the trash.”

“Again?” Bill said, checking his rearview.

“Yep.”

“Crap.” He put on his blinker and brakes.

“Neighbors said they heard gunshots,” Aaron added.

Bill said crap again and pulled into the bank parking lot. His tires chirped as he spun around on the blacktop.

“I’m headed that way now.” He turned on his blinker toward MC Estates before pulling out. “Wouldn’t be a typical Monday, would it?”

Already today, Bill had helped Old Becker, who’d locked his keys in the truck over at Hank’s Hardware; he’d helped some motorist stranded on the side of the road in need of a jump.

What he hadn’t done yet was get his weekly call from Mrs. Hayworth about that tall man who was always skulking around her mansion grounds. Bill checked it out for her every time, not because he thought Mrs. Hayworth was in any trouble, but because he really liked the old schoolteacher’s lemon squares. The prowler always turned out to be her gardener anyway, doing his job, and they’d all sit around enjoying a treat and a glass of milk.

Usually the first day of the week, Bill would also issue half a dozen speeding tickets to guys like Andy Travers, who always slept in late for work after a drunken weekend. Or sometimes it was those snot-nose Anderson kids, the ones who’d tagged Hayworth Diner with the words “Killer food” in bleeding red spray paint.

The joke had made Bill laugh. The whole town made the same joke anyway, or something like it. The founders of Cracked Rock were buried so close to the grilles you had to wonder whether the diner wasn’t some big trap set by zombies.

“Pulling in now,” Bill said, nearly five miles later.

He turned into the county trailer park, which Aaron always affectionately called “Meth Cook Estates.”

A pool of glass shards glittered across the wide entryway. Bill steered around it—and slammed on the brakes when a guy with a balding mullet went rolling across the cruiser’s hood.

A few thuds, and the guy disappeared off the other side.

“Rat, what the hell?” Bill got out and marched around, hand on his gun.

Ray “Rat” McCurdy hid behind the cruiser, peeking up through the passenger window with wet, beady eyes. “She coming?”

“Back away from the vehicle,” Bill said.

He eyed Rat’s waistband, which was clearly visible beneath his wife beater, amazingly white if not for the recent grass stains. No concealed weapon in the waist. And the guy’s pants fit so tightly he couldn’t even sneak a blade in his pockets. Rat wasn’t really who Bill had to worry about anyway.

“Where is she?” Bill asked, scanning the pathways between the trailers, all white, yellow, or brown with different-colored skirting and trim; a little sunflower windmill whirled in a clump of grass. “She take a shot at you?”

“I broke her pig,” Rat said, still peeking through the cruiser’s windows. “I didn’t mean to. You know how she gets.”

Bill followed Rat’s line of sight to a turn in the road. The McCurdys’ trailer was down that way. A lot of people’s were. So were a lot of people’s kids.

“She got a gun, Rat? She take some shots at you?”

Rat, still crouched, grabbed Bill’s leg. “You got to arrest me, officer. You got to take me in.”

“You going to tell me what happened?”

“It’s like I told you. I broke her pig. I was doing dishes, and I accidentally bumped it off the counter, broke its ear clean off. You got to arrest me, she’ll kill me!”

“Let go of my pants, Rat.”

“No!”

The sinewy little man wrapped himself around Bill’s calf and thigh, hugging the officer’s leg like some four-year-old.

“Get off,” Bill said, trying to kick Rat away. “I’m not arresting you, Rat. Far as I can tell, you haven’t done any—ow, what the hell?”

Rat had started to bite the inside of Bill’s thigh. His teeth let up for a second. “Sorry, officer!” But then he was gnawing again at the flesh beneath Bill’s black pants.

It ended with Rat smiling smugly, cuffed in the back of the cruiser. “Hey,” he said when Bill pulled down the road toward the McCurdys’ trailer. “Where you going? Where you taking me?”

“Calm down. I’m just going to talk to your old lady.”

“What?” Rat disappeared from the rearview, and Bill glanced back through the plexiglass to find him lying down across the backseat. “You never saw me—I ain’t here.”

Bill shook his head and parked in front of the white trailer, near the drive. He scanned the area before getting out.

The barbecue had been tipped over and briquettes had spilled all over the gravel drive. Other than that, their property was the cleanest in the park, their strip of grass cut and kempt. It always amazed Bill how neat the McCurdys were.

Pam McCurdy’s station wagon sat in the driveway, next to an old rusty Ford truck that seemed familiar. Sacks of fertilizer filled the bed of the pickup.

“Whose truck?”

“Work truck,” Rat replied.

Bill nodded. He’d figured Rat was running some kind of errand for the farmer’s supply.

Beside the Ford lay their daughter’s pink tricycle, a ribbon and horn attached to one handlebar.

Bill saw Pam peeking out the trailer’s bay window. “Your daughter home?” he asked Rat.

“Don’t know. Don’t know where she ran off to. Now quit talking to me. She’ll see me!”

Bill looked back to the bay window, where Pam had disappeared behind the curtains. “Okay, Rat, I’m going to talk to your old lady, all right? Behave yourself.”

At the porch, Bill climbed the steps and knocked on the front door. “Mrs. McCurdy? This is Deputy Biggs. I just want to talk. Come on, now.”

He knocked a few more times.

“Mrs. McCurdy? Pam!”

“Momma says she ain’t home,” a little voice said.

At the end of the trailer, little Candy McCurdy stood no taller than the aluminum skirting, hiding most of her body around the corner of the house. A pink clip, decorated with a plastic daisy, held back one side of her dishwater hair.

“Hey, there,” Bill said. “Your momma and daddy fighting?”

Candy nodded.

“Your daddy broke her pig figurine, I take it?”

“No.”

“It’s okay,” Bill said, “you can tell me what happened.”

“He didn’t break anything. Momma caught him texting some bitch.”

Bill grimaced. It broke his heart hearing Pam’s words coming out of a six-year-old’s mouth. “Your mom took a shot at him?”

“No,” Candy said.

Bill came down the steps, slowly. He stood nearly six feet and three inches tall, an imposing figure even for adults. He didn’t want to scare her off, but he thought casting a bit of a shadow might help. “Candy. It’s against the law to lie to a deputy sheriff. Tell me the truth, now, sweetheart. Your daddy said your mom took a shot.”

“No,” Candy said. “It was me. I shot at them both.”

Bill stopped, frowning. Candy hadn’t looked away, hadn’t even glanced; she’d just dropped the revelation on him like some dirty bomb. Bill had developed a pretty good bullshit detector over the years. It amazed him that all it took was some sweet little girl to make him lose his sense of smell.

“Candy, if you’re lying to me . . .”

The girl shifted, and something clunked against the skirting, sending a metallic echo under the house. “They’re always fighting. I tell them to stop, but they never listen.”

“Where’s the gun now, Candy?” Bill took the last step off the porch.

The little girl’s eyes began to well up.

“Candy?”

Hanging her head, she stepped out from behind the trailer to show him what had clunked against the skirting.

A .45 Colt.

Revolver.

Had the gun been black polymer instead of gunmetal gray, it might have looked like a toy, but not this thing. This thing had deadly weight. Plus unfired rounds in the cylinder.

“Whoa,” Bill said, crouching to get down on Candy’s level, realizing that a shadow wasn’t quite what he needed now; he did, however, need his head. “Whoa, now. I want you to lay the gun down and back away, all right? I’m going to pick it up, all right, sweetheart?”

The little girl’s lips trembled. “Am I going to jail?”

“Absolutely not. Just lay it down, okay? We’ll talk.”

Candy nodded and bent over to lay down the weapon. But then her mother, Pam, came tearing out of the house in her uniform for the gas station.

“There you are!” she screamed. “Give me that!” Pam pushed past Bill, leaving a stink trail of gas.

“Mrs. McCurdy, please—”

“Stay back!” Candy screamed, leveling the gun at her mom.

Pam actually stopped, shoes crunching gravel, and Bill knew what he already suspected: Candy could barely steady the gun, it was so heavy, but the six-year-old had told the truth. She’d fired the shots.

Pam crossed her arms and leaned toward her daughter. “You give me that gun right now, you little shit.”

“Whoa,” Bill said, “hey, now.” He stepped between Candy and her mom, hands raised. “Believe me, sweetheart, you don’t want to do this. I’ve done it before. For my job. Doesn’t matter what’s right, you still feel like a bad guy.”

“I am a bad guy,” Candy said. “She’s a bad guy.”

“Come on now, that ain’t true. She’s your mom. She loves you. And you’re good, too, I know you are. Now please, Candy, set it down, all right?”

The girl trembled all over, big tears streaking down her cheeks. Bill could tell she was about to give in.

“Screw this,” Pam said, stepping around him.

“Freeze!” Bill said, heart clenching, just waiting for the boom.

Candy cried out as her mom tore the gun away from her.

“You fat bitch!” the little girl said, causing Bill another grimace. Pam grabbed for her, but Candy ran into the house, sobbing and slamming the door.

Pam turned to Bill with the gun. For a second, her eyes shot toward the cruiser, where Rat, who had been peering intently through the window, suddenly ducked down, mullet flipping up in the back.

“You arresting him?” Pam asked.

“Think I might.”

“Good.”

She gave the giant revolver to Bill, and he immediately emptied out the cylinder into his hand. He didn’t like to admit it, and he hoped Pam didn’t see it, but he was shaking.

“You ought to charge him for leaving that where Candy could get at it,” she said. “Endangering the welfare of a child, or whatever.”

Bill adjusted his hat, scratching it against his sweaty head. “Nah, I’m just going to hold on to him a bit, let the blood cool.” Rat had bitten Bill, and that was enough justification for taking him into custody. Though he didn’t like the idea of leaving the little girl alone with Pam.

“You treat her right,” Bill said, pointing at the trailer where Candy had disappeared. “Or maybe one of these days she will shoot you.”

Pam smiled at him, arms still crossed. “Have a good day, officer.”

“Will do.”



* * *



After putting Rat in a holding cell, Bill went back out on patrol. “Man,” he said into his hands-free device.

“What’s wrong?” Aaron asked. They talked over the phone all the time, whenever Aaron wasn’t making dispatch calls. They usually kept an open line. But they hadn’t said much to each other in the past hour.

“Oh, just the little McCurdy girl,” Bill said. “Candy.”

“Oh yeah, I know. It’s like they were setting her up for failure, naming her that.”

“I feel like bringing her back a Happy Meal or something.”

“You stopping for lunch?”

“Pulling in right now.”

“You never bring me back a Happy Meal,” Aaron said. Bill could practically see her lower lip pooching out in one of her patented pouts.

“You’re always going on about your diet,” he said, steering into the drive-thru lane.

“I don’t want the food, I want the toy.”

Bill laughed, but it was short-lived. He couldn’t help but go back to his thoughts. “I feel bad for her is all. No kid should have to grow up like that.”

“Aw. Tough cop, heart of gold.”

“Shut up,” Bill said, smiling. “Heart of golden arches.” They both laughed, and he pulled up to the giant menu. He considered the salad but went for the nuggets, soda, and fries instead.

A few cars away from the service window, Bill looked across the street. Something had caught his eye.

On that side of town, nature trails twined through stands of ponderosa pines and other evergreens. Steve’s dog, Barksdale, trotted off the gravel shoulder and disappeared down one of the trails.

Bill grabbed his binoculars and scoped out the woods. He thought he saw movement through all the shrubs and boughs, but the foliage grew too thickly back there.

He lowered the ’nocs and squinted.

What’s back there, Barks?

Kids would often hide out on the trails, skipping school or partying, and they’d always leave an abundance of evidence: beer bottles, empty fifths, cigarette boxes, aluminum cans of just about every variety, butts. Some of the creek banks along the trail grew rocky and steep, and more than a few times someone had fallen down and broken something.

Injured hikers, juvenile delinquents: who knew what the German shepherd was sniffing out?

“Damn it.”

“What now?” Aaron asked. “They making you wait for the nuggets again?”

“No, I just saw Barksdale.”

“And you’re stuck in line.”

“Yep.”

“Jump out and follow him.”

“And get between these guys and their lunch?”

“Sure.” After a second, Aaron added, “I still don’t get why you won’t let that poor dog enjoy his retirement.”

“It’s his own damn fault,” Bill said. “He won’t stop working.” Barks had once been part of the department’s K-9 Unit until a horrible bear trap injury. Some idiot had laid the traps all around his pot farm, and Barks had nearly lost a paw. “He’s like a private eye now—gets in more trouble than ever.”

Aaron laughed.

It didn’t take long before Bill’s smile faded. “I don’t think I ever told you this, but Barksdale isn’t from our K-9 unit. Not originally.”

“Yeah, so?”

“Well, that’s just it. He showed up one day, fully trained. We have no clue where he came from. Wasn’t from any agency in the state, as far as we could tell. And when he showed up, he had blood all over his muzzle.”

“Wow, his own?”

“No. There was this case, a bit before your time. Missing persons. Two kids gone long enough we’d started expecting bodies, you know? But then this dog comes out of nowhere, and he leads me straight to this guy’s house. That’s where I find the missing kids locked in the basement, still alive but . . . worse for wear.”

“Oh my god, that’s terrible.”

“Yeah. Point is, Barks has been a hero since the day I met him. Dog’s uncanny. I’d follow him anywhere. To hell, maybe.”

“What happened to the perp?” Aaron asked.

Bill felt a moment of heat. He’d mentioned the blood. He shouldn’t have mentioned the blood.

“He didn’t make it,” Bill finally said, hoping to shut down further questioning.

The truth was, Barksdale had ripped out the perpetrator’s throat. Bill and the coroner had covered the dog’s ass, blaming it on a mountain lion that had been stalking local livestock. They’d protected their own, and Bill wanted the dog—the best damn police dog he’d ever seen.

“If you love him so much,” Aaron said, “why didn’t you keep him?”

Bill shrugged, even though his dispatcher couldn’t see it. “Barks really liked Steve’s kids. Steve, not so much.”

“Hah!”

Bill smiled and tapped his steering wheel, staring out at the woods. “Not following Barksdale is like ignoring my scanner.”

“Yeah, yeah, he’s a modern-day Lassie.”

“He’d bite you for saying that.”

“Really?”

“No. But this isn’t just Timmy down a well.”

The customer two cars ahead of the cruiser still hadn’t moved. Bill tapped harder on his wheel.

“Aaron?”

“Yeah?”

“I’m putting on my lights.” He turned them on and booped his siren.

She giggled. “I so wish I was there to see this.”

Bill booped his siren again, and the cashier stuck his head out the service window. The pimpled kid said something to the customer in line, and suddenly Bill was able to pull forward. Quickest O’Donald’s trip ever.

He stopped at the window.

“My nuggets ready?”

Bewildered, the kid called back into the kitchen for Bill’s order. “Sorry, sir, but the nuggets—”

“Just give me the fries, then. And my drink. Hurry!”

Bill grinned as the kid scrambled for a cup. Not a minute later, he grabbed his sack and soda, paid for the nuggets anyway, and tore away from the restaurant, roof ablaze.

He gazed out into the nature trails as he drove by, spotting something, but just for a second. He tapped his brakes, but then realized there were a bunch of cars behind him, and no shoulder to pull off on, just a steep gravel bank.

Bill glanced back once more and kept driving. He thought he’d seen something back there, a black suit, a spot of blue, a scrap of pale face turning his way.

He’d drive to the trailhead, then, maybe walk in, see why Barksdale was sniffing around.

Out of sight of O’Donald’s, Bill turned off his lights and opted for stealth.



* * *



Sarah Gregory came out of the park restroom with her cigarette only to see her friend Anastasia driving off without her. “Hey!” she called out, running after the Jetta. Then she saw Bill’s cruiser pulling in, and Sarah stopped.

Cursing, she stomped the cigarette into the pine needles covering the pavement. She thought about running into the trees, but Bill had already seen her. Running would only get her into deeper shit.

The cop got out and leaned against his car, smiling at her over the white roof. “Field trip?”

Sarah crossed her arms. She looked away, fighting back the tears. Anastasia had just left her. She couldn’t believe it. That skank.

“See your dog around here anywhere?” Bill asked, scoping out the restroom and the empty lot.

“No,” Sarah said.

“Hmm.” Bill’s eyes scanned over the woods. “Anyone else out here with you? Guy in a suit?”

“What? No. Why?”

“I don’t know. Just curious.” After a few more seconds, Bill patted the roof of the cruiser. “Well, come on then. Let’s get you back to school.”

Sarah rode in the backseat of the cruiser, glaring out the window at the passing trees. She had never ridden in a cop car, hadn’t been arrested once until now, thanks to her “best friend” Anastasia. Sarah couldn’t get comfortable on the plastic seat.

“Hungry?” Bill asked, offering her a french fry through the partition; most of it was plexiglass, but there was a meshed window in the center. The diamonds of the mesh were surprisingly large.

Sarah glared at the fry, like everything else. “Those things don’t even rot, you know that?”

Bill smiled at her in the rearview. “You won’t eat a french fry, but you’ll smoke your Montclairs?”

“They’re not mine. They’re Anastasia Disney’s.”

“Oh yeah,” Bill said, then chuckled. “Her mom’s brand, right?”

Sarah stared at him, wondering how he even knew that.

Bill chuckled again and pushed in the cruiser’s cigarette lighter. “Can I bum one?”

He had let her keep the pack. She didn’t know why. He hadn’t even searched her. But Sarah just kept staring at him, suspecting some sort of trap.

Bill seemed serious, though. He wanted a smoke. And Sarah didn’t see how giving him one could get her in any more trouble. She handed him the whole pack through the mesh, squeezing it a bit to get it through.

“Are you going to tell my dad?”

Bill tapped the top of the pack against his steering wheel until a filter poked out of a hole in the foil. “Yeah, I imagine he’d be upset to hear you’re out here and not at school.”

“He’s always upset,” Sarah said. Whether it was this business with the cell phone factory or whatever JJ had done (or hadn’t done) that week, her dad was always unhappy about something.

“It’s hard on him, is all,” Bill said. He didn’t explain, but Sarah was pretty sure she knew what he meant. Her dad was only unhappy because he cared. About everything. It was annoying.

The cigarette lighter popped out, and Bill reached for it. “I guess the first thing I’ll do is give these back to Mrs. Disney. This is stolen property, right here.”

“I didn’t—”

“I didn’t say you did.”

Sarah fell silent, knowing if she said anything more, it would be used against her. Bill was just like her dad.

She crossed her arms and watched him light the cigarette. “I didn’t know you smoke,” she said, not bothering to hide her tone. What for?

“Just at the bar sometimes. It’s a social thing.” Bill grinned then, and his eyes grew keen, as if he knew some big secret she wasn’t in on. “How else did you think I knew these belonged to Anastasia’s mom?”

Sarah gave an awkward shrug, and Bill’s grin got wider, slyer.

“That’s the thing you probably don’t know about us adults.”

“You all smoke?”

“We all know each other. And we all talk. Hell, I went to school with the Disneys.”

“Apparently you shared cigarettes with them, too,” Sarah mumbled off to one side.

Bill laughed, and she nearly jumped at the sound. Then Bill laughed again, more heartily this time, and Sarah giggled too, nervous but glad he was amused. Maybe he wasn’t anything like her dad.

Looking out the window as the trees gave way to houses and hills, Bill said, “Your mom loved this place, you know that?”

“Yeah,” Sarah said, even though she’d never heard her mom express her love for Cracked Rock, ever. People were always telling her things her mom did, or who she really was. It was weird. Sarah had her own memories and didn’t always care to hear someone else’s interpretation of her mother.

“She used to say we’re all one big family. And that’s just what families do, I guess.”

“Yeah,” Sarah said, feeling braver. “They gossip.” She expected Bill to laugh this time too, but he gave her a blue-eyed stare in the rearview.

“They also take care of their own,” he said.

For the next few miles, Bill smoked and Sarah sneaked glances at him in the mirror.

Her pocket buzzed.

Anastasia had sent her a text: <Srry.>

Another buzz: <What happened?>

Sarah doubted Anastasia was all that sorry. She was way more popular than Sarah, and sometimes it seemed like Anastasia kept her around just so the clique had someone to ostracize.

She shoved her phone back into her pocket. Let the bitch think she’d gotten arrested. Maybe then she’d actually worry.

As they pulled onto the long, paved drive to the high school, Bill put out his cigarette in the ashtray. “Tobacco-free campus,” he said with a slight grin.

Sarah didn’t return the smile. All she could think about was what would happen next. She kept picking at a puckered gouge in the plastic seat.

“What are you going to tell my dad?”

Bill smiled. “Tell you what. I’m going to do you a favor this time and let you off with a warning. But you have to promise me.”

“Promise you what?” she said, arching an eyebrow.

“You have to promise that the next time I catch you, and if I’m on duty, you won’t hate me for turning you in.”

“What?”

“You have to promise.”

“Are you going to tell my dad then?”

“No, that’s not my job. My job is to cite minors smoking cigarettes. So let’s say, just this one time, I’m sleeping on the job. But only if you can promise.”

“I don’t even understand what I’m promising to do.”

“That you won’t hate me if, the next time, I do my job.”

“Oh.”

Bill parked in front of the school, then opened the back door for Sarah. Her legs felt wobbly as she climbed out.

“Tell your dad I said hi.” Bill left before Sarah could make her promise.

She got out her phone and punched the keypad a bunch of times to text Anastasia.

Bitch, she thought.



* * *



As he drove away, Bill watched Sarah in his rearview. He’d seen Anastasia Disney’s Jetta in the school lot where it should be.

Lawfully he should have stopped Anastasia at the park, but Bill didn’t like punishing people for small mistakes, especially when the threat of getting caught was enough to put them back in line.

Once Sarah was inside the school, Bill set his eyes on the road. She was a good kid, Sarah. Great grades, looked a lot like her mother. She had the same hair, never quite combed all the way. And her eyes were always so open behind her glasses, oddly dilated, making her look incredibly kind and expressive. She came across a bit cold, but she was a nice girl once you convinced her it was all right to thaw out and drop the act.

It was painful sometimes, looking at her and seeing Janice. Bill didn’t understand how Steve could stand it. Then sometimes he didn’t know how Steve could carry on if he didn’t have some daily reminder that there was once a woman named Janice in the world who made everyone feel at home.

If Candy McCurdy had been born to a mother like that, she might have stood a chance turning out half as good as Sarah Gregory.

“Hey, Bill,” Aaron said over the radio. He’d hung up with her on the hands-free device after seeing who Barksdale had led him to. “You still alive out there? Over.”

He picked up the handset. “Barely. Over.”

“Dog lead you to anything interesting?”

Bill’s thumb hovered over the PRESS-TO-TALK button as he pulled to a stop at the end of the school drive.

“Nah,” he said, pressing the button. “Barks just ended up eating half my lunch.”

“Ah. Well, apparently Marvin’s causing a scene again out in front of the courthouse. I guess he smashed some lady’s phone with his sign. They could really use your help over there, over.”

“Roger that.” Bill hung up the handset and sighed.

After some thought, he picked up the partially smoked cigarette from the ashtray. His hand shook as he raised the lighter to the burnt tip.

Mondays, he thought, steadying his hand. Then he made it tremble, exaggerating it, consulting it as if it were some sort of Richter scale. “I need a drink.”

He didn’t laugh.

After a few puffs, Bill pulled back onto the main road, hoping that the rest of the week would go smoother. He didn’t realize yet, but the next day his plate would be full of corpses.
  


 CHAPTER 4
 




“They’re digging up the bodies,” JJ said.

Sarah, who had been resting her head against the passenger window, hair matted, instantly perked up. Barksdale sat in the back next to JJ, paws on the door as he barked at the glass.

“I see that,” Steve said, scanning over the open graves. What had once been a scenic hill of grass and granite crosses now looked like a lower jaw with all its teeth pulled out. The only decorative thing left was the monument, the plaque and granite pad in the center of the five-acre lot.

They called it the First Step. That very first step when Christopher Harcum, town founder, knew that this was where he would bury his wife.

Cracked Rock, here between the ancient hills, only became a town, not because it was ripe for settlement, not because of the creeks and natural springs and local populations of deer, but because Harcum refused to leave Mrs. Harcum behind.

The man’s famous statement, inscribed on the plaque, was “I shall lie by my wife.” The same quote was etched into the entablature of the Cracked Rock Community Library.

Now the centerpiece, the marble angel, had been removed from the Step, along with its cherubic likeness to Harcum’s wife. Cracked Rock’s birthplace had been reduced to a granite pad with an empty pedestal and a corroded plaque.

Steve didn’t even know how to feel about that. Apparently, though, the rest of the town did. A temporary construction fence had been thrown up around the graveyard, and protestors had gathered at the barrier’s edge.

“Where the hell am I supposed to even park?” Steve said beneath Barksdale’s bark.

The protestors had not only clogged the diner lot with their trucks and cars, they had also crowded the narrow shoulder of the road. A van from the local news was parked there, too.

Steve’s blood pressure went up. Just by a few millimeters of mercury, but he could feel it.

If he’d had his blood pressure cuff with him, he could have proven it, right then and there; he could always tell when he was running a little high.

Farther up the shoulder, he noticed Bill standing in the open door of his cruiser. Steve parked in front of his friend and got out.

“What’s going on?” he asked as he and the kids joined the deputy. Barksdale, barking at a backhoe up the hill, lunged, but Steve caught him by the collar, nearly falling out into the busy road.

Bill gave Steve a look, like he’d had too many peppers in his omelet, and particularly acidic orange juice. “They had the headstones removed before I even got here,” he said.

Steve surveyed the excavation. The backhoe had already scraped away a layer of topsoil from each gravesite. Now a surprisingly large team of what appeared to be archeologists were working the individual graves, carefully exhuming every bit of bone, coffin fragment, and any clothing that had been preserved in the dirt.

“Are they relocating it?” Steve asked. “What’s happening?”

Bill worked his cowboy hat up and down. “Yeah, well, apparently they, uh—”

“They’re breaking in!” JJ said. “Look!”

With a loud clash, the protestors plucked one of the chain-link panels out of its moorings and dropped it against the rest of the fence. People poured in around the open graves, shouting, lining up along the dirt road of the graveyard. Local cameramen captured the whole event.

Steve tugged on Barksdale’s collar, but the dog pushed forward, still barking and spraying spittle out into the road.

“I don’t think I’ve heard him bark in all my life.”

“He’s upset,” Bill said. He took a curt step forward and pointed at the ground. “Barksdale, sit!”

The German shepherd shot him a look over his furry shoulder, then continued to glare at the backhoe. He stayed standing, haunches aquiver, ears atwitch. At least he had stopped barking and trying to lunge.

So now the loudest sounds in all of Cracked Rock were the backhoe and the demonstration.

“Sorry, buddy,” Bill said. “I gotta handle this.” He grabbed his bullhorn out of the cruiser, looked both ways for cars, and then rushed across the road to the graveyard.

Steve watched him go. He wished he could help. He knew, though, from offering countless times before, that Bill couldn’t let him. Wouldn’t. Bill would tell him he’d just get in the way.

Over in the diner lot, the morning crowd stood in front of the restaurant, along with some of the waitstaff. They were all watching, some were smoking, and everyone was talking amongst themselves, arms crossed or shivering in the cold.

Steve saw Mr. and Mrs. McLean and steered Barksdale and the kids that way.

The old man shook his head in greeting and lifted his steaming cup. “Some of those graves are over a century old.”

“Yeah,” Steve said, still in shock.

“Some of what I’ve seen them pull up out of those holes looks like nothing but dirt and rock.”

Indeed, the team of archeologists sometimes lifted from the older graves what looked like fill dirt, yet they dumped it into the plastic containers that supposedly enshrined human remains; Steve imagined most of the old wooden coffins, and much of the bone, had disintegrated, dust to dust.

“This town wouldn’t even be here if not for those people planted up on that hill,” said Mr. McLean.

Steve nodded and stared out at the First Step. When people went digging for the roots of their family trees, they came to graveyards like Harcum to do rubbings of the tombstones.

This was where it all began. In his time, Steve had even seen a few séances there. At a more tender age, he’d actually been to one, he and Bill. And Janice. He couldn’t even comprehend what was happening to his town now.

“Think they’ll relocate them?” Mrs. McLean asked, hand at her crucifix. “Maybe over to Mountain View or something?”

“Who knows, dear?”

“And that beautiful angel.” She came close to tears, clutching her cardigan to her neck. “They broke off the poor thing’s head.”

Steve dry-washed his face with his hand. “What in the hell is happening?”

“Read the signs,” Mr. McLean said.

Up the dirt road, where Bill and his bullhorn were addressing protestors, Steve could see Marvin “the Martian” Jones bobbing around in the crowd with his CIA hat. He had made a new picket sign for the event:

 


THEIR LISTENING

 


“Wrong word,” Steve said. Behind him, Sarah chuffed like she usually did when he corrected someone.

“Heritage, not coverage,” he said, reading another sign aloud. “So it’s got something to do with the PCo then?” He saw, too, a quote from Ambrose Bierce:

 


TELEPHONE, NOUN

AN INVENTION OF THE DEVIL

 


“I like the one that says my phone just makes calls,” Mr. McLean said.

Steve nodded while the old man took a sip from his cup. “Said that myself, how many times?”

“Yeah,” Sarah interrupted, “it’s, like, your motto. Can we go inside now?”

Steve shot a look back at his kids. From the way Sarah huddled in her coat, he knew his daughter was getting cold, but that didn’t excuse rude behavior.

“So,” Steve said to Mr. McLean, “what’s this got to do with the, uh . . . JJ, what the hell are you doing?”

“It lasts longer,” JJ said, adjusting the aim of his camera phone. He snapped a shot of two archeologists passing off a human skull.

“Oh, shit,” Lawrence, the line cook, said. “The browns!” He went bursting back inside to the smell of a smoking grille.

JJ’s smile melted as he appraised the picture on the tiny screen of his clamshell. “I need a new phone.”

“Define need,” Steve said.

JJ snapped shut his clamshell and tucked it into the pocket of his black hoodie. “As in the next time someone digs up dead bodies, I need to be able to post it on Follow without landing on the FAIL Blog.”

Steve shot his son another look and opened his mouth to say something, only to hear somebody else’s scream come out.

“He’s here,” Mrs. Hayworth said, making everyone near the diner jump. “The tall man. He’s in the garden.”

Everyone gawked at the boneyard, and Steve saw it too. Where the angel used to be, there stood the man in the black suit with his blue pocket square. He was holding the old receiver up to his ear, but he wasn’t saying a word.

 

  


 CHAPTER 5
 

 


Before everything went to shit, Bill was having a good talk with the protestors.

“Screw you, fascist pig!” one of them shouted. Bill suspected Marvin. He could see the CIA hat near the back of the demonstration. He recognized the faux Scottish accent, too.

The Martian had a way of rousing a mob. He was like some trickster, never fully seen (despite his tie-dyed shirts) but always moving among the crowd, shouting out in different voices to falsely inflate and bolster the rabble to its cause. Now everyone took up the charge, shouting at Bill and brandishing their signs.

“You’re one of them!”

“A company man!” a now-Southern Marvin cried out from somewhere else.

Bill recognized every single member of this Pitchfork Mafia—there was Chad, Bonnie, and behind them, Clive—but their faces had changed now, swollen with rage and bloodshot eyes.

He fought the urge to shrink back, knowing that law enforcement had to throw a bigger shadow than the crowd. He couldn’t step back anyway. He’d fall into an early grave.

Bill looked over his shoulder at the body way down there at the bottom of the rectangular hole behind him, its skeleton half-exposed, its eyes still packed with dirt. The bone man stared up at him, his jaw open in a gravelly laugh.

The crowd pushed forward.

“Hey, hey, hey,” Bill said into his megaphone, holding up his other hand, flat. “Easy now.” God, he felt like he was calming a horse. “I’m just trying to keep you all safe, all right? Work with me here!”

“Move, or we’ll march on the sheriff’s office next!” one of the mill workers said. “We’ll recall his ass!”

“Yeah!”

Bill was afraid they would, too. Ever since the shooting at HMS, Sheriff Perkins had been rallied and petitioned against. No one knew how he’d gotten re-elected.

“What’re they going to do with the bodies?” Kelli Anderson asked, point-blank. She stood at the head of the group and had become their de facto voice, as per usual when she saw fit to involve herself.

She hated Bill, and he knew it. He was always arresting her boys for shoplifting, vandalizing, trespassing, or whatever the little cretins were up to next. Bill never told Kelli this, but it wasn’t his fault she got so involved in everything but the lives of her own two kids. He didn’t understand why she wasn’t a more active parent, especially after losing her daughter at HMS.

“Well,” Bill said, dialing down the bullhorn’s volume, “the researchers tell me the first thing they’ll do is study the remains. They want to see what settlers’ diets were like back then, and what kind of diseases were around at the time. They say it could take months—”

“Months?”

“—but it’s all for historical value. The PCo’s got a great team of archeologists and forensic anthropologists here, and it looks like it’s all being done right.”

“I can’t believe the county’s allowing them to do this,” John Cowan said. “They didn’t even run this past us.”

“Oh,” Kelli Anderson replied, “the PCo paid off some of the living relatives, I’m sure. And the county commissioners have always had greasy palms. Isn’t that right, Deputy Biggs?”

“I don’t know anything about that,” Bill replied, even though he knew that Kelli knew he was full of crap. “I do know that the county had some tests done, and they’ve deemed this place a health hazard. Apparently, the old graves are leaching arsenic into the groundwater.”

“Arsenic?” someone else asked.

“Sounds like bullshit to me,” Cowan said.

“Chemtrails!” Marvin cried. “Death from the sky!”

“No, it’s not from chemtrails.” Bill dialed up the megaphone again to shout over the Martian. “They used it in embalming fluids way back when. It never really breaks down, so it just leaches into the water table.”

The truth was, Bill hadn’t seen the results from any soil or water tests done in or around the graveyard, and he hadn’t believed it when Sheriff Perkins fed him the line about the arsenic, either.

Bill knew the real reason they wanted the cemetery gone, and he hated reciting information he hadn’t personally verified, especially when the legal justification felt so thin. But here he was, upholding Perkins’s Law.

Murphy’s Law, more like it.

“Anyway,” Bill said, “instead of standing out here in arsenic, breathing in the dust, why don’t we take your signs and move this party back to the, uh, free speech zone—”

Somebody screamed.

Uphill above the graveyard, the backhoe had started digging a trench (to bring in utilities, Bill had been told). The digger must have struck a pipe, because now sewage did what it did and rolled downhill, down the road.

Toward the open graves.

The protestors scrambled off the road, and the excavation team clambered out of the pits just as wastewater poured into the holes.

“Crap,” Bill said. He grimaced at the smell and hoped it was something he could get used to real quick.

Activating the handset clipped to his lapel, he said, “Aaron, you read me?”

“Yeah, go ahead, Bill.”

“We got a sewage spill up here at Harcum.”

“Middle school?”

“Graveyard. Get Public Health, Public Works and, hell, anyone else who’s supposed to give a shit about shit on the line, will you? We’re going to need a cleanup.”

“I’m already consulting the ready book,” Aaron told him.

“Smart girl.”

The protestors were now stumbling around the open graves on the western side of the road. Though the sewage couldn’t reach them there, someone was bound to end up sleeping with a corpse.

“All right, people!” Bill said into his megaphone. “I’m glad you’re protecting the town’s heritage, but I think we’ll have to cut this protest short!”

“We have every right!” one of the protestors screamed.

“They’re destroying our town! Don’t you even give a shit?”

“Company man!” Marvin cried out.

It’s what the Martian always called police or politicians, or any alleged puppet of the elite: a company man.

Bill lowered his megaphone an inch. He did give a shit. The earthmovers had turned the graveyard into a field of open septic tanks, and they’d reduced the dirt road to a latrine. He was also pretty sure the backhoe was digging around up where a few of the natives had been buried.

Meanwhile, the excavation team just stood around, watching the foul wastewater flush into the graves, desecrating town founders and pioneers, sullying the very people who’d logged and mined and milled and laid the grid of roads on which the whole town was based.

Sometimes Bill hated his job, hated when laws he was sworn to uphold actually pitted him against the people he was sworn to protect. But that was politics.

“Sorry, people!” he said, raising the bullhorn again. “Unless you all have a permit to be here, you’ll have to disperse. Pretty steep fine if you don’t.”

Bill spent the next fifteen minutes breaking down the crowd’s objections, and finally he was able to usher them back toward the hole they’d made in the fence. He corralled them slowly, in single file between the deep graves, trying not to look down at all the skull shards and curled-up spines below.

Near the end of the line, Marvin’s tie-dyed shirt resurfaced from all the fall jackets and winter coats. The Martian kept an eye on Bill from between his low-sitting hat and the brambles of his red and gray beard, slowing down and forcing people around him, disrupting the strict procession.

“Keep it moving, Mar—” Bill began.

The Martian lunged at him, grabbing the bullhorn out of Bill’s hands.

“Marv!”

The Martian cackled and leapt over one of the gaping graves, bullhorn in one hand, picket sign in the other. He landed on the edge, on loose clods, and his right Birkenstock skidded out from beneath him.

Dirt rained down on the resident skeleton, what was left of it, and Marvin almost fell in. But then he scrambled up and pranced away as Bill came around the hole after him, kicking up dust.

“Marvin—stop!”

Cackling again, the Martian jumped over another hole, then another, darting away from Bill.

“Sheeple!” Marvin yelled into the megaphone. “All of you, doing the bidding of the company man! Look here!” He took a few wild steps toward the excavation team on the other side of the spill, jabbing his picket in their direction. “They’re doing this—all of this—on purpose!”

“Marvin!” Bill warned, making his way around the holes. He hadn’t been so acutely aware of the cameramen until that moment.

Threading his way between life and death, Bill could see in his periphery just a face with a huge camera for an eye, filming everything.

“Get back in line, Marv,” Bill snapped. Sheriff Perkins had told him to handle this politically sensitive task sensitively. He hadn’t told Bill to make headlines.

The Martian kept grave-hopping, though, this way and that, nimble as a deer but growing more and more breathless in his amplified rants. “Know . . . what they plan to do . . . with the bodies?”

The crowd had stopped and was listening to him now, glancing between the Martian and Bill like they were watching a tennis match.

“Out!” Bill shouted at them. They didn’t move from their cluster around the burial plots.

“All this shit?” Marvin said. “They meant to dump it! They meant to take a shit all over our town!”

“Yeah?” Bill said. He couldn’t control his sarcasm, despite the news coverage; he never could. “I heard they dumped the shit to get rid of the protestors is what I heard. Now like I said . . .”

Bill had edged close enough to the Martian. He cut a quick corner, taking a big step over the grave ahead of him, reaching out. His hand brushed Marvin’s sleeve.

But then Bill’s footing gave way behind him, disintegrating, just a bunch of tumbling rocks and crumbled dirt beneath his boot. He barely made it across and took two stumbling steps forward, lashing out, but Marvin had already danced away, making Bill’s move look desperate in front of the news.

“You don’t get it, man.” The Martian’s thumb worked surreptitiously at the volume dial, which had maxed out, yet he kept trying to crank it up. “It’s got nothing to do with the protest. They needed to mix shit and death. It’s what companies do, man! There’s a reason they’re building it here, over the Seal!”

The Martian was pointing with the picket again, and Bill happened to glance, only because he hadn’t told anyone what The Phone Company actually planned to do with the cemetery, once they’d cleaned up the site.

He hadn’t even told Steve. He’d just dodged his friend’s questions, because it was supposed to be some big secret. Yet behold Marvin Jones, spouting the truth for once.

Bill had found out about the plans for the PCo’s data center that morning, when the sheriff himself had called. It seemed Perkins only contacted Bill directly when there was something political involved. Or sometimes he called to invite Bill to a barbecue. Which, of course, was also political.

Bill didn’t know how Marvin had found out about the plans, and he didn’t care. The Martian wasn’t pointing at a “seal,” anyway. It was Harcum’s First Step, now a granite island amid an ocean of townspeople’s shit. A few anthropologists were stranded on the pad, having climbed onto it to escape the spill.

“This place is full of cracks!” Marv cried, backpedaling along a narrow ridge between burial holes as Bill rounded the grave between them. “Ley lines, cracks! Gold!”

“Watch it!” Bill said, but Marvin never listened, taking another step back. His foot disappeared into the pit behind him, toward a skeleton without a head or a pelvis—and then Bill was catching him by the bullhorn.

He yanked the Martian up and reclaimed his megaphone, then went to slap some cuffs on Marvin. He was planning to make a huge display of it for the news, too. But the Martian leapt again, over the hole, Birkenstocks flapping.

“Marvin, stop!” Bill shouted into the megaphone.

But Marvin didn’t stop.

He raced up to the edge of the road and used his picket sign like a shovel to scoop up sewage and mud, which he catapulted at the anthropologists stuck on the Step. Brown crud spattered one of them, getting all over the poor man’s blue shirt and khaki shorts, and a bit in his gray beard.

“Hey!”

Marvin kept flinging filth at the marooned scientists, who fled to the edge of the pad, yelling curses at him. One of the anthropologists stepped on a slick spot on the edge. He slipped right off the plaque, disappearing into one of the graves below with a cry that ended in a gurgling splash. Then the man was shrieking and clawing at the muddy sides to get out.

“Help!”

The Martian dug his sign in again, preparing to scoop up more sludge, but then Bill was there, stomping on the wooden pole and driving it into the ground.

“Felony if you fling it at me,” Bill said.

But Marvin was no longer looking at him. He was gawking at the monument, his mouth just a black spot in his beard as he stared. Bill followed his line of sight.

“I can hear it,” Marvin whispered.

Bill realized he could hear it, too, under the screaming and yelling of just about everyone else on the site. A sucking sound. Something draining.

At the western edge of the Step, a little whirlpool had formed in the filth. The granite pad was sucking the water under, into some deeper crevice.

“Full of cracks, man,” Marvin breathed.

And Bill could have sworn for a second there, when the water waned, just for a second, he saw it pouring into some bony, eyeless socket of some skull.

Using the obvious curse word, Bill pulled Marvin up by his tie-dyed shirt to cuff him for the cameraman. But even in victory all he could think about was his own joke yesterday, about the trembling infirmity in his hand.



* * *

 


“Not to mention disorderly conduct,” Bill said.

Marvin wasn’t listening. He was staring out the backseat window of the cruiser at the passing brick buildings.

“This is twice in one week, Marv. First the thing at the courthouse, now this?”

The Martian didn’t even blink.

The thing at the courthouse had been frustrating. Bill had gotten a call that Marvin had smashed some lady’s phone, but when he arrived on the scene it quickly became clear that Marvin had staged the whole complaint; he’d made the call himself, as some sort of Yes Men attempt to draw attention to his cause.

Bill had threatened him with counts of false alarm, misuse of a telephone, and making a false statement to a public official. Of course, he never booked or charged Marvin. They’d booked him before, and it never did any good.

For starters, you couldn’t fine someone who didn’t have any money. And since Marvin’s property was useless—a cleanup would cost more than the land was worth—the only recourse was to lock him in jail, where the number of prisoner beds shrank with every failed levy.

Once when they attempted to try him, the Martian had gotten off on a psychiatric defense. He ended up at the ward for rehabilitation, and after they proved he could be controlled with medication, they released him.

“You’re all working for the company,” Marvin muttered to the window.

“Yeah, I meant to ask you about that,” Bill said, “what company, PCo?”

“Yeah, man. They have different brands, but it’s all the same thing.”

Bill stared at him for a while in the rearview before returning his eyes to the road. Marvin believed everyone was part alien. Descendants of ancient astronauts and stars. Marvin really did look like a Gray Boy, too: pale skin, wider forehead, narrower chin; huge yet slanted eyes.

“You know,” Bill said, “I’m not that thrilled about the PCo either. They ought to be strung up a tree for what they did to those people at the factory, but come on, Marv. Flinging feces? The only way it could be worse is if it was your own.”

“Man, what happened at that factory is just business as usual. But here, man, there’s a reason they’re building it here.”

“Yeah, about that. How is it you know about that?”

“They’re going to build it over the Seal.”

“Yeah, Marvin, but how’d you know?”

“I told you, this whole place is full of cracks.”

Bill sighed. He could see the Martian’s eyes ticking back and forth as they always did when his mind went off the rails and started plowing new tracks through crazy town.

Cracks, Bill thought, trying to make sense of the Martian’s rant. Empty Mine: that was one big underground crack. Was Marvin going off about the mine?

“It’s a special place. The man on the phone wouldn’t be here otherwise.”

“What man on the phone?” Bill said.

“He was there today, didn’t you see him? He was right there, man.”

“In the crowd?”

“No, the tall dude. The stiff in a suit. A real company man, like yourself. He’s the one who tried to buy me off.”

“Ah,” Bill said.

It was the first thing out of Marvin’s mouth that made sense. There had been more than one Jones on a tombstone at Harcum.

“That’s how you know about the data center,” Bill said, but the Martian wasn’t listening, too busy doing the cat-clock thing with his eyes.

Too bad, too, Bill thought. If Marvin had taken the bribe, he would’ve had money to pay fines.

“I mean, it’s no coincidence the feds are trying to take our guns,” the Martian went on. “It’s no coincidence they can now detain or kill American citizens without due process. Have you heard about the FEMA camps? Or the drones? It’s all the company, man. It controls everything. First the seeds, and now they want to engineer their own honeybees. They already control our lives enough. Planned obsolescence, right in our food. A soft kill from the skies. It’s why they want us concentrated into cities, so they can test stuff on us. Chemtrails, viruses in the water supply. HAARP. Bigfoot armies.”

Bill nearly laughed. The Martian had exhausted all of his half-baked connections to the PCo and was just rattling off conspiracy theories now.

“I thought HAARP shut down,” Bill said.

“That’s just what they want you to think, man. You’re walking right into their trap!”

“Right.”

Bill had been driving toward the sheriff’s office, with the plan of booking the Martian and maybe putting him in the holding tank till the crazy wore off. But they’d done this before. Today had been Marvin’s worst offense, for sure—that poor anthropologist—but jailing Marv always seemed to backfire.

Last time they put him in a cell, he’d started a riot with the other inmates, screaming, “Poison in the food! Meat’s our murderer!” or the famous battle cry, “They took our beds!”

When it came right down to it, Bill always ended up feeling sorry for the guy. Conspiracy theorists like Marvin lived in a constant shadow of fear. They operated on such a jaded worldview, it consumed them. Especially when they were a tad schizophrenic like Marv.

Bill had already started to forgive himself before he turned the cruiser away from the office. He drove about seven miles the opposite direction and dropped Marvin off at the entrance to Mars’ Greenhouse Gas Terraformer, Autowreckers, and Scrap Metal Yard (Or Anything Else You Don’t Want)—the ungainly named junkyard where the Martian lived. Bill opened the back door for him.

“All right, Marv, I want you to go in and take your meds, you hear?”

“Yes, sir,” the Martian said, firing off a mock salute from the brim of his hat. “I’ll go take my mass-murder pills right away, sir.” He took a few steps, but then Bill saw something.

“Hey, Marvin, stop.”

“Yes, sir, anything you say, sir.”

Bill resisted the urge to glance at the old red truck, the same truck he’d seen at Rat’s, only now its bed was empty, the fertilizer gone. And Bill had to wonder, what the hell?

“You mind if I take a quick look around?” he asked.

Marvin straightened. “Got a warrant?”

“No, it’s not that,” Bill said, “I just need to pick up a part for the jeep. That tailgate never has shut right.”

“Don’t got any parts for a jeep,” Marvin said.

Bill gazed around the wrecking yard at all the vehicles, bashed in, gutted, and otherwise demolished. He lingered for a second on the red truck.

The license plates.

They were gone.

Bill could have sworn the truck had plates before. So if the pickup belonged to the farmer’s supply, what was it doing here at the Martian’s with no plates? And where the hell was the fertilizer?

From what Bill could tell, Marvin wasn’t much on gardening. There was only one other thing he could think of you’d do with a ton of ammonium nitrate.

“Mind if I take a look anyway?” Bill asked. “I might see something you don’t.”

“Closed for the day,” Marvin said. “Sorry.”

Bill reviewed his options. Marvin had asked if he had a warrant. He didn’t. And he needed more probable cause before a judge would even listen.

At last, Bill decided it was better to let Marvin think he could lower his guard. He needed something more solid. Why not let the Martian hand it to him?

“All right, Marv. Keep out of trouble.” Bill started to duck into his cruiser, but Marvin stopped him.

“Hey, you ever notice how there isn’t any reservation? You ever thought about that, man?”

Bill furrowed his brow, trying to show Marvin just how incredulous he was. He wanted to leave all these rusty metal hills of pipes and panels behind.

“We’ve got one for the Blackfeet, the Flathead, the Crow. In fact, there’s one for most of the major tribes of Montana, but not for the Ebumnanyth. There aren’t any descendants at all. Why do you think that is?”

This time, Bill was actually intrigued. It was true; the Ebumnanyth, a small tribe, had been wiped off the Cracked Rock map, except in legend. Except for a few unmarked graves up at Harcum.

Marvin smiled and looked around at the treetops surrounding his junkyard. On the steeper hill to the west, the Quaking Aspens seemed to be peeling away in flakes of gold.

“There’s something special about this place,” the Martian said, turning his smile on Bill, a creepy thing that looked way too much like Charles Manson’s crazy-clown face. “Even the Indians knew it.” He walked off down a long corridor of junk refrigerators and stoves, and disappeared.

Bill looked at the Aspens, and then to the old cell tower high on the craggy mountain. A contrail, Marvin’s so-called chemtrail, streaked above the antenna array. Bill’s eyes flicked to the shadow of Empty Mine halfway up the hill, and he thought of Marvin’s “cracks.”

One translation of the Ebumnanyth name for the town was Hollow Mountain.

Once Marvin was out of sight, Bill walked over to the red truck. He peeked through the windshield, but the VIN had been removed from the dash.

The driver’s-side door was unlocked. Bill opened it and looked at the jamb and doorpost. There, too, the VIN had been removed. Bill popped the hood and checked the engine block, where the number had been filed off. He checked the front end of the frame near the wiper fluid container. He even checked inside the wheel wells. No VIN.

No owner’s manual, no registration card.

Bill thought for a second.

There was no way to prove Marvin had been the one to scrape all identification from the vehicle, and there was no way to prove this truck was sitting here for any other reason but to be crushed and cubed. Bill couldn’t even prove it was the same truck he’d seen at Rat’s (though he knew it was).

Back inside the cruiser, he picked up his radio.

“Hey, Aaron.”

“Yeah, Bill?”

“Remind me to keep an eye on the Martian, will you?”

“Sure thing.”

“Thanks.” They hung up and Bill lit one of Mrs. Disney’s Montclairs, glad he hadn’t returned them yet. He could only hope the nicotine would be enough to settle his hands.
  


 CHAPTER 6
 




“So, JJ, tell me about your first week of school? Are you glad to be back? Excited about the assembly Friday?”

JJ didn’t look up from his phone. He could see Mrs. Keeler in his periphery, sitting in her leather chair, wearing her leather knee-high boots.

The counselor’s office had two sides to it: the business side with her desk and photos of her family, and the counseling side with the bookshelves, coffee table, chair, and comfy leather couch.

“What assembly?” JJ asked, avoiding her eyes.

Mrs. Keeler smiled politely down at his phone. “JJ, please, you’ve been coming to see me since the sixth grade. You know my policy.”

“It’s what I want to talk about, though,” JJ said, refusing to put away his phone. She’d already made him take off his hat.

“And what would you like to talk about?”

JJ scooted to the end of the couch cushion and handed his little clamshell to the counselor.

Mrs. Keeler’s glasses hung in the V of her cardigan, dangling from a golden chain. She put them on and peered down at the picture JJ had blown up onscreen. “What am I . . . oh, I see.”

“It’s kind of blurry,” JJ said. “Sorry. You can’t really tell, but they’re handing off a skull.”

“I see.” Mrs. Keeler returned his phone and lowered her glasses.

JJ sat back, staring at the small, pixelated image on his clamshell. “They dug ’em all up. It was crazy.”

“Yes, I’m sure it was quite upsetting. I, for one, didn’t see the harm in letting them relocate my ancestors. And they compensated me quite well.”

“Some of them were your family?” JJ asked. “Did they get any sh—sewage dumped on them?”

Mrs. Keeler clenched the end of her glasses between her teeth for a second. “So tell me, JJ, how did watching this disinterment make you feel?”

“I don’t know. I mean, you had family there. Who was it, your great-great-great-grandmother? How’d you feel?”

“Well, it’s like I said. I was well compensated.”

“Did you get to go see their bodies?”

Mrs. Keeler tapped the tip of her glasses against her whitened teeth and then let them drop back to her breast. “I’m not sure I’d want to do that.”

“Why? Think it’d creep you out, make you cry or something?”

“Are these some of the feelings you had, JJ, watching the disinterment?”

His counselor was great at answering questions with questions. Better than his dad, even. JJ had grown wise to the trick, though, and he liked asking his counselor questions anyway. He had figured out all her buttons, what each one did when he pushed it. He liked pushing them sometimes.

He also knew if he wasn’t assertive enough, they would end up talking about what she wanted to talk about, and JJ didn’t want to talk about that.

“I don’t know,” he said, “I guess I thought it was kind of cool. I mean, I don’t know any of those people like you do. I’m not related to any of them. I guess I just thought it was cool.”

“I see.”

Mrs. Keeler crossed her legs. She wore a skirt and stockings today, along with the boots. She was an older lady, with dyed-black hair, and JJ never would admit this to any of his friends, but she had nice legs.

“JJ, a lot of children your age, particularly boys, are often preoccupied with death. Especially if it has affected someone they know.”

“Huh,” JJ said. He didn’t like when she did that—speak in general when they both knew she was talking about him. She wasn’t very subtle when she pried.

“How would you describe your perspective on death?” Mrs. Keeler asked.

“I don’t know.”

But he did know.

As JJ stared at the photo on his phone, he knew full well it wasn’t death that engrossed him. It was the fact that he had watched the whole thing right there on his phone: all that butt mud, running into the graves while people scurried around like insects—it had all happened right there on his crappy low-resolution screen, not in real life, to real people.

Even now, sitting in front of someone related to one of the skeletons they’d dug up and crapped all over, it didn’t feel real. The same way all those people jumping off the USconn roof hadn’t felt real. It all seemed like something he’d watched on the web. And he couldn’t conjure up sympathy for any of them.

JJ had come to the counselor’s couch thinking he might want to tell Mrs. Keeler that. He’d almost admitted it to his dad when Mini Mark got them busted for the memes, but at the last second JJ realized he’d only get in deeper shit if he told his dad something like that. Deeper shit, or more therapy.

He stared at the picture on his phone, deciding whether or not he could tell his counselor how he truly felt. “I don’t know,” he finally said. “I guess I just think it’s kind of cool.”

“Help me understand. You think death is cool?”

“Sure,” JJ said, but he had already stopped paying attention to her. He brought his phone up closer, studying something he hadn’t seen before in the background of the shot.

A little blue fold of something.

Beneath a face.

JJ’s cell phone beeped. A text. It was from <Restricted Caller> and it said, <PCo is coming!>

After a line break it added, <@ HMS this Fri!>

Mrs. Keeler had gotten the same text.



* * *



“About the bar tonight,” Steve said on the other end of the line.

“Yeah, about that,” Bill said into his headset. He panned his camera around the junkyard and scooted his butt, trying to get a more comfortable seat in the tree stand. “I don’t think I can make it.”

“Everything all right?”

“Yeah,” Bill said, but it wasn’t.

He wanted to tell his friend what was going on with him, just so he had a valid excuse for flaking out. But Bill couldn’t tell his friend anything, because if he told Steve he was trying to quit, Steve would figure out that Bill had a problem. And no one knew about Bill’s problem. At least, he didn’t think anyone did. The same way no one knew he was sitting halfway up a Ponderosa, wearing camouflage, spying on the Martian with a telephoto lens.

He couldn’t see the bags of ammonium nitrate anywhere in the dump. He’d looked. He had no clue where Rat and the Martian had stashed the fertilizer.

“I just, I was planning on staying home,” he told Steve. “Thinking about watching the debate.”

“That’s tonight?”

“Yep. Week went by fast, didn’t it?”

Steve chuffed. “It’s like I went to sleep and woke up in a different town.”

“Speaking of which . . .” Bill squinted and readjusted the viewfinder against his eye. “You hear they bought the old building across from Mountain View?”

“Wait, they’re putting a PCo next to our cemetery?”

“And our church.”

“Isn’t there a law against that?” Steve said.

“They bought out the cell tower, too, I guess.”

“Well, that explains the letters then.”

Bill had seen the letters on the mountain as well. They were about a mile up the hill from him now.

In a clearing adjacent to the tower, the local kids usually wrote huge messages using logs and rocks painted white. Steve and Bill, when they were young, had written their own message: a huge pair of boobs. They always joked about doing it again, one of these nights, but then they’d usually sober up and realize they were both a little over halfway to senior discounts at the diner.

Recently, the message on the mountain had been changed to read PCo in big white letters. Bill had more incentive than ever to change the damn thing.

“I have to drive by all of it just to get to work,” Steve said. “I’m tempted to floor it for the whole stretch, just so I don’t have to be angry quite as long.”

“Thanks for pointing out my new speed trap,” Bill said. They both chuckled. “Look, man, sorry about tonight.”

“Nah, I can’t go anyway. There’s an assembly.”

“Yeah? Then I don’t feel so bad.” But Bill did. He felt worse. Lies on top of lies. It didn’t stop him from peeping into the Martian’s bedroom, though.

He dialed in the lens on Marvin’s living complex, comprised of four travel trailers parked in a square. Their doors all opened onto a common deck.

Marvin rented some of them sometimes, as summer houses, but he wasn’t renting any now. It was his off-season.

In two of the trailers, lights made the curtains glow, but Bill had yet to see the Martian. He’d yet to see even a silhouette behind the curtains.

“So what’s this assembly about?” Bill asked.

“The PCo.”

Bill’s fingers paused on the zoom. “At the school?”

“Yep, right in my home court. I’ve got some choice questions written down for them, too.”

Bill lowered the camera and pressed the headset to his ear. “Listen, Steve. Are there any protestors there? Anyone from the graveyard?” Staring down at Marvin’s trailers, Bill added, “Any close encounters?”

“No,” Steve said, “no Martian. Should I be worried?”

“Nah, just . . .” Bill stuffed his gear back into his bag, which he lowered to the forest floor with a rope. He stood up on the tree stand and prepared to ratchet it back down the pine. “No one told me about any assembly. I would’ve worked it.”

“Is Marvin going to fling crap at us?” Steve asked.

“Tell me if he does, all right? How long’s the event? Has it started?”

“It has.”

Bill thought he could hear the dull roar of the crowd over the phone. He didn’t hear any shouts of dissent, though. No booing, no jeering.

“How long?” Bill said again, checking the safety harness wrapped around the tree.

“I don’t know,” Steve said. “They didn’t tell me anything. The event organizers, even the principal—all they’d say was PCo’s coming. It’s like some big secret. Oh, man, you wouldn’t believe their tour bus either. It’s as big as a rock star’s. They’re really shoving it in our faces.”

“I’ll be right there,” Bill said.

“Wait, why—”

But Bill had already hung up.

He’d left his jeep parked behind a thick growth of chokecherry. After packing his gear and tree climber into the back, Bill checked the shoulder holster he wore under his digital woodland jacket. Yep.

He jumped into the jeep and tried not to stir up a trail of dust all down the mountain. A good hunter never made deer wise to his spot till he’d put a bullet in them.



* * *



Steve stopped at the double metal doors into the gym and let his phone sink slowly into his pocket. The crowd was so loud he could feel the brick vibrating.

Should I be worried?

Bill had told him no, and Steve trusted him. Bill probably just wanted to be at the assembly if, indeed, Marvin showed up to throw feces.

Steve heard something clicking in the hallway and looked up. “Barks?”

The dog had stopped near the other set of doors into the gym. He stared at Steve.

“What’re you . . .” He stopped himself. Steve had asked the German shepherd that question too many times before. He knew there was no answer to explain anything Barksdale did. “Hey, boy,” he said, walking over to pet the dog.

Barksdale licked his hand, but then turned his head, ears perked. He trotted off around a corner and disappeared.

Steve stood, telling himself to calm down. Barksdale showed up in all sorts of weird places, and not just because bad things were about to happen. Sometimes it was because he smelled food. Or a cat.

So Steve opened the doors to the gym, trying not to let it affect his blood pressure.

People overflowed from the stands and all the extra fold-up chairs, so that girls were coaxed to sit on boys’ laps and some people were forced to stand, leaning against the walls or the sides of the bleachers. Students, teachers, staff, parents, and, of course, local news had turned out to see what the roar was all about.

But no protestors.

Not yet.

Steve saw his son in the stands, sitting next to his backpack. He made his way up, trying not to step on anyone.

“I’m saving it,” JJ said as Steve handed the backpack to him and took the seat anyway. JJ’s friends, Richard Clement and Mark Moore Jr., laughed.

“Good evening, folks,” Principal Warner said, booming through the PA. He gave his introduction, and Steve managed not to roll his eyes when Warner lauded himself for keeping the school on the cutting edge of education.

“Sure,” said Mary McPhail from Home Ec, whispering into Steve’s ear from the next riser up. “That’s why the textbooks are the same from when I was a student. Twenty years ago.”

Steve chuckled and Mary sat back.

“Tonight,” Principal Warner said, “we’re inviting you to take a look into the future of technology, the future of education. The PCo is an integral part of that future. So without much ado, I’d like to introduce to you a representative of The Phone Company. Harcum Middle School, please welcome Graham Fenstermacher!”

As the crowd cheered, Steve noticed JJ looking back toward the metal doors. The Disney girl from Language Arts, Anastasia’s little sister, Meg, shut the door behind her as quietly as possible, then looked to the stands.

She seemed to lock eyes with JJ for a moment, and JJ kind of shrugged. Meg ended up leaning against the wall like everyone else who’d shown up late.

Steve suppressed a smile as he turned back to the presentation. It was good to see his son interested in a smart one. He felt kind of bad for stealing Meg’s seat.

“Hello, Cracked Rock!” Graham said as he took to the floor. The entire gym shook when the crowd returned his greeting.

Steve didn’t join in. He was too busy staring at Graham. Bluetooth earpiece, neatly layered haircut, blond, blue eyes, slick suit. And tall. Probably as tall as the man who’d appeared at the cemetery in place of Harcum’s angel.

Except now he wore a red pocket square.

The school had fitted Graham with a lapel mic, and he’d been holding his hands behind his back this whole time. Now he brought out his right hand, and Steve sat forward.

“You are here,” Graham said, holding up an old black telephone receiver. The cord spiraled around behind his back. “You’re living in the past. But you want to be there,” he added, pointing the receiver at some indeterminable point ahead of himself. “Not in the present with everyone else, but in the future.”

He started walking forward, only to be jerked back. His left hand was wrenched out of hiding as the old rotary telephone base pulled taut at the end of its line.

“Ah, but your past is holding you back.” Graham threw the whole phone. The bells inside it clanged as the base struck the polished floor beneath the basketball hoop. “You need to forget your past.”

Forget our pasts? Steve thought. He couldn’t wait to nail Graham with a question about the graveyard. And USconn. These people didn’t need to forget, they needed it fresh in their minds.

“PCo is here to help you move forward,” Graham said. “But first, a little about our own past.” He began to walk, engaging the crowd from inside the three-point line, hands once again folded behind his back. “We used to call ourselves The Phone Company, and we’ve been involved in telephony since the beginning.” He reached into his sleeve and began to pull. Out came a loose bundle of thick, black cords, their ends all wriggling this way and that so that he looked like some sort of octopus.

“Cables,” Graham said, offering the end of one cable to Principal Warner. The principal held onto it, and it kept spooling out of Graham’s sleeve as he walked to the bleachers and offered another end to a seventh grader sitting on the bottom riser. “Copper, aluminum, fiber optics.” Graham walked to the stands on the other side. “We are the black lines overhead. We are the lines underground. The wires that come into your house, into your living rooms, into your bedrooms.” He offered another cable, and another, spreading his web throughout the crowd. “Every time you pick up a phone—a landline, a cell phone—it all at some point travels through our lines.”

He ended up back by the basketball hoop, standing at the nexus of cables splaying out from him to different points in the gym. “We are the infrastructure of telephony. We are what connects you. We interconnect you. When you reach out and touch someone, we touch them, too.”

With a tug, Graham pulled all the cables out of the hands of his audience, and the black things slithered away across the floor, reeling back into his sleeve.

“Wow,” Mary McPhail whispered into Steve’s ear. He nodded, brows raised. Graham must have had a great tailor; his suit didn’t bulge in the slightest, despite the bulk he was obviously schlepping around.

“Flash-forward to today,” Graham said, continuing to walk. “We are PCo. And we want to show you that it all connects.” He picked up the black rotary phone, unplugged it, and took a few steps beyond the free-throw line, toward the center circle of the court. “We want to introduce you to the future.”

Graham held up the old phone, smiling, never blinking, engaging the crowd—then stooped down and smashed the phone against the floor again and again until the black case cracked and pieces started to fly.

Steve glanced at the people sitting next to him. He even craned around to consult Mary McPhail. They all looked on with wonder as Graham stomped on the phone with his black leather shoes, once, twice, three times, bells clanging with each stamp, until finally he had reduced the base to a pile of wires, plastic shards, rotary dial, and bells lying there on the floor.

Graham scooped up some of the pieces and stood, closing his hand over the debris. He looked to the crowd, and with a flourish, the pieces vanished and something else appeared in his hand. Something sleek and black. A touchscreen that caught the light.

“This,” he said, “is the PCo Tether, the smartest phone in the world. I—”

The lights went out. Steve could actually hear them powering down, like an engine. A murmur shot through the crowd, and the principal shouted, “Everyone, please stay calm!”

That’s when the fire alarms started to ring and flash, and panic broke out.
  


 CHAPTER 7
 

 


Bill peered over his steering wheel, over all the cars at HMS on the hill. He liked citadels. Fact was, Bill liked anything to do with strategy. He liked the fact that chess had castles. But for Bill, it was always the citadel.

That’s what HMS was.

Just huge walls up on a hill.

On the school flag was the Noble Miner.

But why was it that each time Bill mounted this paved drive, he felt like the invading force?

Cars lined the slope up to the elevation of the middle school. Bill tried to identify any strange vehicles, or any registered to known offenders. A few of the license plates he’d memorized.

There was Mr. Disney’s, Mrs. Anderson’s, Mr. Hill’s. He didn’t see any McCurdys, or the creepy red work truck that didn’t belong to anyone. But there was the van registered to Cathy at the diner. Bill recognized the rust patch in the shape of a heart.

So what that told Bill was the townspeople had shown up last. Cars belonging to school employees would be parked in the center of it all. That’s what that told Bill.

But where was the getaway car?

Where was the driver?

A man in a black sweater, ski mask, and black pants and shoes came dodging between Cathy’s van and the line cook’s Camaro.

“Shit!”

Bill braked.

His jeep barely missed the masked figure, who did an awkward twirl away from the winch and guard, followed by an equally awkward prance across the road.

With a final fawn-legged leap over a low wooden fence, the runner fled across a field toward the shrub-choked hills.

Bill engaged his parking brake and reached for the door. Another deputy, Caruthers, ran by, already in hot pursuit.

“The school!” Caruthers shouted at Bill, waving him away as he dashed toward the fence.

Bill’s eyes shot back to HMS on the hill. Flaming arrows, boiling oil, and other hot things were once used along citadel walls. Bill saw smoke and wondered, What the hell?

Deputy Caruthers, so busy waving him that way, nearly ran into the wooden fence. He recovered nicely, then fell flat on his face in the taller grass. Caruthers got up and continued the chase.

“Shit,” Bill said again.

He kept climbing the hill toward the citadel and the smoke.



* * *



The fire alarms flashed across the polished floor of the court, and an automated recording boomed over the loudspeakers. Principal Warner yelled into the mic for everyone to please remain calm.

“JJ!” Steve said over the din, reaching for his son, squinting and nauseous in the panicked, overhead blinking of the lights. He knew immediately when he saw JJ that his son was having a seizure.

“What the hell!” Richard Clement cried out. Steve knew the poor boy had never seen this, his friend spasming on the floor and choking on his own tongue. It hadn’t happened in years. All Steve could do was cushion JJ’s head and try to keep his son from kicking people off the stairs ahead of him.

And just as other concerned citizens, parents, and weirdos were standing, shouting, and looking around in the blinking confusion, just as Steve pieced together what the automated recording was saying—

<This is just a drill!>

—the alarm stopped and the lights snapped back on.

The entire gym fell silent.

“There’s a saying,” Graham began, and Steve looked to the basketball court where the PCo rep had smashed the phone. But the rep wasn’t there. And JJ was fine. No seizure. Steve hadn’t even moved to help him.

“They say any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic,” Graham said, excusing his way down the far bleachers.

The people there parted for him, looking as confused as Steve felt. He had no clue how Graham had pulled off this trick, this transported man. He had no clue how JJ could be fine when, seconds ago, he’d been beating the back of his head against a metal riser.

Graham Fenstermacher’s leather shoe clopped as he stepped down onto the gymnasium floor, still holding up the sleek little phone, still smiling, always smiling.

“That was only a drill. Brought to you by the PCo Tether.” Graham waggled the phone, which gave a wink in the steady light. “It’s not technology.”



* * *



Bill pulled up to HMS in his jeep. The sprinklers in the lawn were popping up and down, shooting off errant jets of water. All the exterior lights of the school, including the sodiums in the parking lot, blinked on and off.

He could hear the loudspeaker booming inside the building, and he remembered That Day, the screams and the whispers, the echoing.

Suddenly it all stopped, it all stilled.

Over by the back doors of the gym, Bill saw the tour bus and the source of the smoke. He parked his jeep, drew his gun, and ran over to help.



* * *



To a standing ovation, Graham and several assistants handed out new Tethers, already activated. Every student and school employee received his or her own phone. Steve took his, and the camera lens stared at him with its little black fish eye.

When someone from the exuberant crowd cried out, “No contract?” Graham shot them a wink and said, very flippantly, “It’s magic!”

With that, he said goodnight and bowed out, back to whatever carnival he’d crawled out from.

Principal Warner took the floor and managed to get everyone calmed down enough to listen up. He talked about how the school would be incorporating this new magic.

Steve sat there with a look of perpetual disgust. He couldn’t believe it. Everyone loved it. He looked down at his Tether and didn’t know whether to throw it or turn it on.

“And I’m happy to announce that we’re lifting the school’s No Cell Phone policy,” the principal was saying. “We’ll be delivering all of our updated textbooks, all on our brand-new Tethers, courtesy of PCo. And we’ll also be implementing their mobile learning platform in many of our classes as well. It’s all OER, people, all educational Creative Commons content, absolutely free.”

Steve couldn’t stop shaking his head. Apparently, HMS had enrolled in a federally funded pilot program, one of a thousand schools to which PCo had donated phones. The feds and Department of Labor had apparently augmented the whole program with a grant. And the strangest thing was Steve hadn’t heard a word about it before today. Just like the public hadn’t heard about moving the graveyard.

“So,” Principal Warner said, “the Tether will not only improve the education of our children, it will ensure their safety. This school, more than most, knows the importance of safety in no-gun zones.”

Steve’s hand shot up in the air. Principal Warner looked his way, but quickly averted his eyes and kept talking.

“Excuse me,” Steve said.

Warner held out a hand. “Please, if you have any questions, we’ll take them at the—”

“No,” Steve said, standing up. “Now.”



* * *



A tall blond man in a white dress shirt and black chauffeur’s cap stood next to the tour bus, staring at a burnt rag on the ground. He’d sprayed it with a fire extinguisher from the bus. White powder smothered it and stained the pavement all around.

“What happened here?” Bill asked, gun trained at the pavement. Over the smoke and the alkaline air of sodium bicarbonate, he could smell petrol.

“I caught him lighting the rag,” the chauffeur said, pointing at the gas tank door. The little hatch hung open and black soot stained the panel above it, ringed with white-powder stains from the extinguisher.

“Did you get a good look?” Bill asked.

The chauffeur’s blue eyes had glazed semi-gray with shock. “No. He had a mask. He ran that way.”

Bill nodded and looked back down the paved drive. After almost hitting the man in the mask, Bill had spotted that creepy red pickup from the dump, parallel-parked beside the road, trapped between a rock and a half-ton truck.

The bed of the truck was empty except for Barksdale sitting there, ears perked.

From here on the hill, Bill couldn’t see the truck or his deputy. No masked lunatic, either. No Barksdale.

“My name’s Graham, by the way.” The chauffeur offered his gloved hand.

Bill shook with him, but his eyes went to the gym. “They all right in there?”

The chauffeur blinked. “Who?”

Bill nodded and started toward the doors.

He could already hear the shouting.



* * *



“I want to know who made this decision,” Steve said. “Why weren’t the teachers consulted?”

“Mr. Gregory, please—”

“Are you saying we’re all getting updated textbooks?”

Many of the faculty applauded. It wasn’t the kind of reaction Steve wanted.

“Yes, yes,” he shouted over the clapping. “I agree that’d be wonderful, but right at the beginning of the school year? My entire curriculum is based on my texts. Sure, they’re old books, they need updating, I totally agree with that, but . . .”

“Amen,” Mary McPhail muttered behind him.

“But do we even get a choice in selecting the new texts? I mean, I don’t want the government dictating openly-licensed content to me simply because they’re pulling the strings of this whole thing.”

Another mutter behind him: “Good point.”

Principal Warner kept patting the air with his hand as if telling Steve to sit down. “Mr. Gregory, those are great questions. I think you’ll agree they’re better suited to a different venue, don’t you think?”

“You could have just consulted the faculty in the first place. All these questions could already be answered.”

“We did consult faculty,” Warner replied.

“Yeah?” Steve held up his hands in a giant shrug. “Who?”

This time, Mary McPhail cleared her throat and wouldn’t meet Steve’s eyes when he shot her a look.

“A committee of teachers was involved,” Warner boomed through the loudspeaker. “But that’s irrelevant. You could’ve come to the meeting with the board, it’s been approved.”

“Okay,” Steve said. “So, what if I refuse to teach out of the new book?”

Warner sighed. He tried to do it away from the mic, but everyone still heard it. “If you’re seriously concerned about it, Steve, why don’t you come to my office and we can determine what to do with you? What do you say?” Warner turned sharply to the other bleachers. “Now—”

Steve wasn’t finished with him, despite the subtle threat. “If we really wanted to improve education and safety, why didn’t we pass the levies? I mean, no one here thought an extra property tax was worth the protection it would’ve afforded our kids? We could’ve had metal detectors, with extra security to staff them.”

A few people booed at that. “Talk about an invasion of privacy!” one of the mill workers shouted.

Steve waved them down. “I know, I know. You’re all afraid of an Orwellian state. So is Marvin the Martian.”

That got a few chuckles from his colleagues and a few scattered townspeople.

“I’m just saying. That levy would’ve created at least two jobs under the sheriff’s office. And it would’ve kept our kids safe. But how’d we vote instead?”

“What do you know about keeping our kids safe?” someone from the other bleachers called out. Steve recognized the voice. Kelli Anderson. “You weren’t even there that day, what do you know?”

Steve tried not to pause too long, tried not to let the question hang there.

That Day.

He had been trying to avoid this. Every time someone evoked the town euphemism, things quickly devolved into rants and tears and sometimes fights.

The wounds of the town had never really healed to scars. They had just grown infected and tended to pus up any time someone poked or prodded. If you didn’t lose a kid, they resented you, envied you. If you worked for the sheriff’s office, they blamed you. And if you worked for the school, they wished you had died, too. This was what Bill referred to as the Pitchfork Mafia.

Steve understood them, forgave them. Some of those kids from That Day had been in his class. He’d known quite a few of them since they were little. At least three of them had come to Sarah’s slumber parties. Mr. Diehl, Steve’s substitute, had taken three bullets to the chest.

The only reason Steve and his daughter had escaped the tragedy was because the entire family had been at Janice’s deathbed, watching the person they depended on most in the world take her final breath. Steve blamed himself for that. He felt guilty that he still had his kids while a whole lot of other people had only empty rooms.

And yet he resented them that they thought it would’ve only been fair for him to lose a kid, too.

Across the gym something caught Steve’s eye. A glint, a wink. There in the bleachers, a kid was recording him with a brand new Tether. More Tethers glinted, all aimed at Steve. Even JJ was recording him, not to mention the local news.

“All I’m saying is The Phone Company obviously doesn’t care about this town. Kelli, you were there protesting what they did to our graveyard. In fact, a few of you were. Bonnie? Clive? Surely you understand where I’m coming from. They don’t care. They don’t—”

The gym doors burst open, and all the Tethers turned to see Deputy Bill standing there, looking a little winded.

“Hey, folks!” Bill shouted, putting on a smile and waving. A few phones waved back. “How we doing in here? Everyone all right?”

A woman, very excited to see a uniform, stood up and cried out, “Hey, you think Graham’s Tether called the cops, too?”

“Wow!”

“That’s amazing!”



* * *



The deputies had evacuated the gym and had guided everybody to the reassembly area in the end zone of the football field. They had quickly ascertained the gym was safe, and that no one there knew anything other than they’d gotten new phones.

“So this wasn’t a drill?” Steve asked.

“No,” Bill said, “I don’t know what this was.” He clapped Steve on the shoulder. “Why don’t you get your kid home? Drive safe, all right?”

They broke up, and Bill, casting his eyes down the driveway, went to Deputy Caruthers.

“You got this?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good. I’m going to check something out.”

Bill walked down to where he’d seen the creepy red truck. “What the hell?” he said, walking the line of cars a few times.

He’d found the landscaping boulder and the white truck parked on the recently mowed shoulder of the driveway. Where the red pickup had been parked there was now the McCurdy’s station wagon.

What Bill didn’t understand was how anyone could have gotten in or out of that parking space, it was that tight.



* * *



On the drive, Steve and JJ sat in silence. They picked up Sarah from her after-school job at O’Donald’s, and after a brief squabble about who would sit in front, Sarah climbed in back.

“What is that?” she asked.

“A new Tether,” JJ said.

Sarah glared at her dad. “You bought him a Tether?”

“No, I did not.”

“I got it from school,” JJ explained. “Everyone got one. Even Dad.”

After staring for a second, Sarah said, “I want one.”

“You already have a cell phone,” Steve said.

“Yeah. From the eighties.”

“It’s not that old.”

“It isn’t fair, though. You get phones and I don’t?”

“I’m giving mine back,” Steve said.

“Then let me have it.”

“No, I don’t think so. It’s not my property anyway.”

“Whatever,” she said, crossing her arms and glowering out the window.

Steve didn’t know what to tell her. It wasn’t just his kids he had a hard time relating to, either. Not anymore.

Mary McPhail from Home Ec had once accused him of being a neo–Luddite. “You’re not going to come smash my Singer, are you?” she’d said. “It is basically an electronic loom.”

It had been a joke at the time, as most things were with Mary McPhail, but Steve wondered if that was part of why she’d cleared her throat at the assembly. He wondered if he’d been purposefully excluded from the decision to sign with PCo because of his stance.

JJ smirked. “Hey, Sarah, I texted you.”

“Screw you,” she said, and JJ laughed.

Steve gripped his steering wheel. He kept seeing JJ at the assembly, thrashing beneath the blinking lights. The new phone felt heavy and hot against his thigh. And he wanted nothing more than to tell his kids, whom he loved more than anything in the world, to shut the hell up.



* * *



They approached the future site of the PCo store. JJ noticed that, across the street, Mountain View Church had changed its sign:

 


CRACKED ROCK WELCOMES PCO

 


JJ posted a picture of it on Follow and wrote a caption before punching post: <It used to read Love Thy Neighbor.—Cracked Rock, MT>

 

  


 CHAPTER 8
 

 


That night at the Disneys’, all the other girls wanted to do was play on their phones. Apparently, their parents, known as the three Debbies, had pre-ordered new Tethers for them.

It was lame.

“Smoke?” Sarah suggested. She was bored of this stupid, perfect house, and the stupid, perfect girls all lined up in a perfect row on the bed, their feet in the air, stupid phones chiming.

Erica Tracy, the girl in the pajama shorts, chortled and glanced at Sarah, then snickered at Anastasia and the rest of the girls. Anastasia didn’t look up from her Tether but smirked knowingly. She still wore her socks, which reminded Sarah of something the other girls didn’t know.

Anastasia hated feet.

Especially her own.

This had always been the problem with Anastasia. She had always been the new girl. By the time her parents had moved back to Cracked Rock, Anastasia had missed everything. She didn’t know who’d lived in her house last, and what had happened to their kids. She didn’t even seem to know other people had deeper things to worry about than their feet.

It was annoying.

Anastasia and her friends never responded to Sarah’s question about the smoke, too busy texting each other and leaving her out. Sarah wasn’t stupid. She saw what they were up to.

“I’m taking the cigarettes then, bye.” She picked up a fresh pack of Montclairs from Anastasia’s purse and sneaked outside through the laundry room door downstairs.

At the back entrance to the garage, Sarah stood on a little sidewalk bordered by the property fence and a gurgling creek. Lights off, it was pitch-black.

This was the end of the subdivision. If you looked one way, there was a street, a landscaped sidewalk. Look the other way, though, and there was nothing but dark woods.

Jaime Vedder had sneaked through these very trees. Sarah had heard, before That Day, some hunter had found maimed animals in the acreage out there; a little burial ground. Apparently among the rotted corpses there was a dead cat with a name tag. Whiskers.

Sarah shivered in her hoodie and lit a cigarette. Her smoke looked like ghosts.

<Hey> someone texted.

<Hey Anastasia>

Sarah often fought the urge to throw her old clamshell phone. She had to type with the numpad, sometimes punching a digit up to four times to enter the right letter. She hated it. Yet she took the time to type in Anastasia’s entire name, rather than her nickname “Ana,” because it sounded condescending.

<Hey come back inside, hurry>

Sarah frowned. <Y>

<Just do it gawd!>

Sarah took a drag and held it, thinking. At times like this she wished she had her own car like other girls her age. None of her friends understood that her dad couldn’t afford it (or so he claimed), but just one more year at her job and she’d have enough saved.

<Hurry> Anastasia texted.

Blowing smoke, Sarah clapped her phone shut and stuffed it in the pocket of her hoodie. Screw them. If Anastasia wanted to be a bitch about it, Sarah would gladly call her dad and go home. She didn’t know why she’d come anyway, after Anastasia had gotten her arrested. They’d teased her about it, earlier, her “friends.” The Debbie daughters.

“So,” Anastasia had said, “how come he didn’t throw you in prison? What’d you have to do?”

Sarah made a face somewhere between you’re stupid and don’t make me vomit. “It’s jail, and he’s like my uncle, you perv.”

“A sexy, sexy uncle,” Erica Tracy had said, and the girls had all laughed. They were so stupid.

Sarah’s phone buzzed in her pocket.

It buzzed again.

“Ugh.” She reached into her hoodie.

<Because my MOM!!!> Anastasia’s text said.

Sarah’s heart leapt.

Oh, shit.

The door burst open beside her, and she jumped, dropping the cigarette, nearly dropping her phone.

“What the hell?” Anastasia said.

Sarah, calming down, lifted her foot off the crushed Montclair. “I hadn’t even smoked half,” she said.

Anastasia shot a look back over her shoulder. “Give them to me, quick.”

“Why?” Sarah asked, shoving the pack at her.

The door burst open again, and both girls nearly screamed. Mrs. Disney emerged, looking down at her new Tether before snapping her head up to the girls.

“Anastasia,” she hissed, snatching the cigarettes from her daughter.

“Mrs. Disney, I’m so sorry—” Sarah began.

“Shut up,” Mrs. Disney said, her eyes fixed on Anastasia.

Sarah closed her mouth. She glanced again at Mrs. Disney’s Tether, which glowed in the dark. The image remained onscreen for a second longer before blinking out. Sarah got a good enough look this time, though.

She didn’t understand.

“Money missing from my purse, and these?” Mrs. Disney held up the Montclairs. “You had me half convinced it was your sister. Never again, Anastasia.” She waggled her phone, as if that explained something.

The Tether came back on, highlighting everyone’s faces from below. Mrs. Disney, who usually looked so young for forty, so blonde and flawless, looked ugly with harsh lines and bags beneath her eyes, pitted cheeks.

The look on Anastasia’s face . . . there were tears in her eyes. She’d known her mother was coming, and yet she’d taken the cigarettes from Sarah anyway. Why? To save her?

“Mrs. Disney, it’s my fault,” Sarah said.

Mrs. Disney wouldn’t look at her. “Sarah. Go back inside.”

“Please, it’s—”

“Now.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Sarah shared one last look with Anastasia and arched her eyebrows to apologize, then escaped, nearly crying too. She stood in the garage, in the dark, listening to the yelling for a second, flinching, thinking about what she’d seen on Mrs. Disney’s phone.

She didn’t understand it. Somehow Anastasia’s texts had shown up on her mother’s Tether. Sarah’s responses had shown up there as well. Almost as if Anastasia had accidentally included her mother in their private conversation—but more like Mrs. Disney’s phone had an app that allowed her to spy on her kids.

OMG, Sarah thought, realizing the ramifications. She and Anastasia had texted about stealing the cigarettes earlier. They’d texted about a lot of things. A lot of embarrassing things. About how Sarah had been arrested by Bill.

Had Mrs. Disney read everything?

“. . . bitch!” she heard Mrs. Disney say outside. Even though Sarah would’ve agreed with her minutes ago, it made her shrink back from the door. Sarah’s dad, Sarah’s mother, never would have called her that, ever.

She hurried back into the house, covering her face, not sure where she would go. She didn’t want to go back to the bedroom to those stupid, perfect girls, didn’t want to answer their stupid questions or let them see her crying.

So she went to the downstairs bathroom, where she wept quietly, not for herself or what her dad might find out—not entirely. Mostly she wept for her friend.



* * *



“Look!” Mini Mark shouted, clambering on his knees across his sleeping bag.

JJ, sitting in his own sleeping bag, set his phone facedown so his friend couldn’t see what he was doing. He looked over at Mark’s screen.

“What is it?” the Dick asked from his bed; he was messing around on his own Tether. “Another rip-off of Minecraft?”

“No,” Mini Mark said. He grimaced and added, “Well yeah, but look!”

Mark’s character levitated a mile above the world, which was a Lego-like recreation of their town. JJ could see the entire valley, from HMS to Marvin’s junkyard, everything made out of cubes—even villagers and trees.

“I named it Buttcrack Rock,” Mark said.

“Whoa. How long did it take you to build all that?”

“I didn’t! It was already there!”

“Whoa,” JJ said again. “Is that the old graveyard?”

“Yeah, check it out.”

Mini Mark flew down to the historic cemetery. “The shit spill kind of spread like water or lava or something, had the same kind of physics. I cleaned it all up, though. Using the bucket.”

“Senhor Pooper Scooper,” JJ said, and Mark laughed.

Indeed, Harcum Cemetery had been cleaned up, and the graves had been backfilled with cubes of dirt, then graded to make it flat like a construction site. In the center remained the concrete pad of the First Step.

“I tried digging through it,” Mark said, “but watch.” He struck at the Step with his wooden pickaxe. The tool disintegrated while the concrete pad remained. “See?”

“Try going underneath it,” JJ said.

Mark nodded and dug through the dirt beside the First Step.

“You need to craft a stronger pickaxe,” the Dick said, tapping his touchscreen.

Watching Mini Mark work, JJ thought about something his counselor had told him and he wanted to tell his friends. He hated when he had a juicy tidbit and couldn’t share it. But he didn’t want the guys to know he was seeing Mrs. Keeler. The Dick would make fun of him for anything, especially his weaknesses. It’s what guys did. JJ thought it was immature, but he did it too, because it was stupid and fun.

“I heard some of Mrs. Keeler’s family was buried there,” JJ said, keeping it vague.

“Oh yeah?” the Dick said. “Where’d you hear that?”

JJ held his eyes. “My dad.”

“Ah.”

“Hey, look.” Mini Mark had dug up some cubes of red clay. “I think I can bake it into bricks.”

“Cool,” JJ said, but then returned to the subject. “I guess it must be her great-great-great-grandmother or something.”

Mini Mark nodded at his screen. “She’s a Harcum, you know.”

“What?”

“Yep.”

“Huh. So then the ghost . . .”

“Yep. She’s related.”

“Huh.”

“Dude,” Mark said, “I just found bones!”

JJ looked and, indeed, beneath the Step, there were tons of fractured skulls disembodied from smashed skeletons—all in little cubes.

“Meanwhile I’m looking at your penis,” the Dick said, aiming his Tether at Mini Mark’s crotch. He had some sort of X-ray vision app he’d been fooling around with. He pressed a button and his Tether emitted a camera sound. “See?” he said, showing JJ and Mini Mark the picture he’d taken.

Mini Mark jumped up from the sleeping bags. “Hey! Delete that!”

“Nope.”

“Dick!”

“Yep.” The Dick’s real name was Richard Clement but no one called him that. And not just because Richard was another name for Dick.

Muttering obscenities, Mini Mark climbed inside his sleeping bag and continued to play his game, knees drawn up to hopefully shield himself from the Dick’s peeping eye.

Seeing that his friends were once again self-absorbed, not watching what everyone else was doing, JJ picked up his phone.

Earlier, under Games, he had found an app called Drones, <The most realistic war game ever developed.> Mini Mark and the Dick hadn’t been able to find it in their stores. In fact, no one JJ knew seemed to have the same apps. It was as if the programs were personalized.

Drones was a great game. Bloody. Realistic. JJ could choose his battle zone from a list of real wars happening all over the planet. He had seen one battle in Mali that sounded familiar, something he’d seen on Channel One maybe, so he’d picked it. He’d spent hours protecting a cell tower from rebels. Bullets into heads.

It was cool because death was permanent in the game. He never spawned as the same character. Men, women, black, white, and Asian: the game randomly generated new faces and body builds after every death. He wondered when he’d see a pattern, or any repetition. Every program had some pattern.

He’d give another gold star to the game’s arms specs, which were like triple X gun porn. The stats included everything right down to the weight, in grains, of the ammunition.

Probably paid to use ’em too, JJ thought, thinking of the Glock and the Heckler & Koch. He knew game developers sometimes licensed with weapons manufacturers for the right to use trademarked guns. That meant just by buying a game you were supporting gun manufacturers. Pure awesome.

Now he’d found an even cooler app, way cooler than any game. JJ had hidden it when Mini Mark came over to show him Buttcrack Rock. He didn’t want the guys commandeering his phone again for three hours, like they did when they discovered they couldn’t get their own copy of Drones.

JJ hadn’t downloaded the new app yet. He’d been reading the description when Mini Mark interrupted: The Enormous Television, <The only app that allows you to peer into the secret lives of your neighbors.>

JJ read some of the reviews. Usually he would skip to the one-star opinions first to see what was wrong with the app, and to laugh at the obscene comments of internet trolls.

Out of thousands of reviews, there was only one negative comment for The Enormous Television, titled <Only God should be able to see this!>

When JJ pressed DOWNLOAD, a privacy agreement appeared. He pressed ACCEPT without reading it, but glimpsed something weird before it flashed off the screen. Something like, <The makers are not responsible for detached consciousness or other prolonged out of body experiences that may occur.>

Bad ass! he thought, and watched as the progress bar shot across the screen.

Once the app loaded onto his phone, JJ found he could key in a name, any name he wanted, into the search. He got as far as <M-e-g> when autofill predicted some options. The name he was looking for was right at the top. The program was that smart.

Works off GPS, maybe?

JJ tapped the option for <Megan Disney> and his jaw nearly dropped.

She had just stepped out of the shower, and in the seconds before she wrapped the white towel around herself, JJ could see everything. She was beautiful, still tanned from the summer sun except where her bathing suit had kept her pale, her blonde hair darker now as it hung in a single wet rope.

Blushing, JJ glanced at Mark and the Dick. They were absorbed in their own Tethers, completely unaware of what he was doing. He considered deleting the app from his phone. He’d spied on people before, with friends even. He’d cyberstalked, had checked out people’s houses on electronic maps to see the best way to spy through windows or whatnot. People had a reasonable right to privacy—so long as they couldn’t be observed from a public space. That was his thought. Information was free.

Despite JJ’s philosophy, part of him felt dirty somehow. Ashamed. The other part of him turned back to the footage on his phone.

With the towel around her, Meg went to the mirror, still steamy. She dried it and began to smooth lotion into her skin. JJ furrowed his brow.

In one corner of the screen, he could change his view by rolling his thumb around a transparent circle. He could move anywhere within the room, as if he were controlling some sort of flying camera.

Yet when he positioned himself right behind Meg, so that he was looking over her bare, lightly freckled shoulder into the mirror, JJ saw only the girl in the reflection. No camera. No little drone following her around. Just her and her own Tether, blinking an LED on the sink board near her comb.

“Is that Meg?” the Dick said, swiping for JJ’s phone.

“Get away from me.” JJ scooted farther from the bed, heart galloping. He had shut off his screen the moment he’d noticed the Dick watching. He hated it, but his face was hot and flushed. It gave him away.

“Oh, boy,” the Dick said, chortling. “Spying on the neighbor girl, huh? Tsk-tsk.” He started doing something with his own phone.

“What’re you doing?” JJ said, scrambling out of his sleeping bag.

The Dick grinned as he drew something onscreen with his finger. “There.” He pressed something. Once.

JJ leaned across the bed to see what his friend had done, but the Dick pushed him off with his feet, his socks stinky and flopping. He had the grossest feet. Warts and verrucae, a cheesy-smelling fungus. JJ didn’t want to go anywhere near them, let alone breathe them in.

“What the hell did you do?” he said, backing away.

The Dick shrugged. “Check your account.”

“What—”

JJ’s Tether vibrated. The Dick had tagged him in a photo on Follow, a picture of JJ staring at his phone. It had been edited so that the crotch of JJ’s pants swelled into a tent. The Dick had also tagged Meg Disney.

<JJ Gregory and Meg Disney sitting in a tree. Well, just JJ in the tree, spying through Meg’s window!!!>

“ROFL, ROFL! L-O-L!” the Dick roared, rolling around on his bed. “Ha-ha-ha-ha-ha!”

JJ snatched the phone from him. He couldn’t crack the locking pattern, so he threw the Dick’s phone out the window. The house was two stories. The Tether cleared the roof and gutter.

“Twat!” The Dick punched JJ in the arm and went for the door, glaring back the entire time.

“Going to tell your mummy?” JJ asked, rubbing his shoulder and faking a New Zealand accent.

The Dick opened the door. “Nah, no worries.” As he went into the hall, he said, “You’ll forget all about this. But I won’t. I never forget. Meg won’t forget, either.” Then he was off to get his Tether.

“Freaking elephant,” Mini Mark muttered, focused on his game.

JJ sort of chuffed, sort of laughed at the memory joke. He untagged himself from the Dick’s photo and removed it from his wall. But, as he was mortified to confirm, there was no way to keep Meg from seeing it as well.

“Dick,” he said to himself.
  


 CHAPTER 9
 

 


“Hey, Sheriff,” Bill said, eyeballing the heads-up display on his newfangled glasses. “What’s with this user agreement?”

The Patrol Division, which had been whittled down to four deputies other than Bill, had gathered in the briefing room. If the Major Crimes Unit hadn’t ceased operations due to budget cuts, the detectives would have been there as well.

Two deputies who usually had weekends off grumbled at first that they had to come in on a Saturday. But then they saw why they were called in, and suddenly they were all about it.

“Good question, Biggs,” Sheriff Perkins said. He stood by the whiteboard at the head of the room, wearing his own high-tech glasses. PCo had donated the new equipment to law enforcement across the nation: each deputy had received a Tether with connected glasses and a detachable Bluetooth earpiece—an “earwig,” Bill called it.

The app, as Bill found out when he donned the featherlight eyewear, was called Dragnet T.800. It tethered the glasses to the powerful engine of the phone.

“Dragnet’s on a sort of trial mode till you consent to a background check,” the sheriff said.

Bill looked through his lenses at Deputy Caruthers. Information spiderwebbed off the officer’s uniform. It displayed Caruthers’ vitals, his demographics, his criminal history; his shoe size, even, if Bill drilled down into the peripherals.

A semi-transparent reticle tracked the movement of Bill’s eyes. He focused on the menu for Caruthers’ criminal history, but the program blocked the information and prompted Bill to accept the background check.

“Why’s that even necessary?” he asked the sheriff. “We’ve all been cleared.”

“Yes, well, Dragnet gives you access to a ton of information, stuff you wouldn’t normally have at your fingertips. I mean, it’s got your typical stuff. GPS. All your databases: DMV, NCIC, LexisNexis, local records. What’s cool is, if you look at a fingerprint, Dragnet will search for a match. Look at a license plate, it’s got a reader built right into it, gets you into everything. These glasses should virtually replace your on-board computers.

“Thing is, these are powerful machines. We’ve got to be mindful of the Fourth Amendment using this kind of tech. So the user agreement is just a way of making sure you’re on the level. As soon as you consent, Dragnet runs a detailed background check and files it for review. After that, it gives you access to everything. And I mean everything. With certain clearances, you can access FBI files, CIA files, and a lot of stuff the NSA grabs from email and phones.”

“Oh, wow,” Deputy Goff said. He’d already accepted the background check. Everyone had, except Bill. “Hey, Biggs. I didn’t know you had a second mortgage on your house.”

“What the hell?” Bill said. “It tells you that?”

“Oh, man,” Goff said, eyes roving around his HUD. “Second mortgage, and you lost seventy grand in equity when the bubble burst.”

Bill pushed Goff’s face away, wanting to do much more than push. “Read someone else’s diary, creep.”

Averting Goff’s eyes didn’t help, though. The deputies were all looking around at each other, eyes flashing with information.

“All right,” Bill said, getting up from his seat. “Are we done here?”

Sheriff Perkins wore his glasses the same way he wore his mustache: imperiously. He stared at Bill, who tried not to sweat, lest Dragnet analyze the chemical makeup of each bead.

“We need to talk,” the sheriff said. “My office.”

Aside from the typical bookshelf of procedural binders and legal encyclopedias and an entire wall of awards, Perkins had mounted a few heads above the wainscoting in his office. The heads of the bear, lion, moose, and whole paddlefish he’d had enshrined all looked like they wanted to eat you. No matter where you were in the room, their eyes sought you out.

Perkins leaned back in his leather chair, one hand planted atop his desk. “So, Bill, tell me. What’s this hard-on you’ve got for Rat and the Martian?”

“Excuse me, sir?”

“I heard you interrogated them last night about the incident at HMS.”

“Yeah? Where’d you hear that?”

Perkins stared at him through the glasses, as if to say it didn’t matter where.

“Well, check your sources,” Bill said, “’cause I didn’t interrogate anyone.”

“Really.”

“I may have asked them a few questions. Where were they that evening? Why was their car at the scene of the crime? Stuff like that.”

“They suspects?”

Bill shrugged. “Marvin certainly hasn’t hidden his hatred for PCo. And I saw Mrs. McCurdy’s car there at HMS, but I never saw Mrs. McCurdy.”

“Shouldn’t you have interrogated her then?”

Bill gave another shrug. “Like I said, I didn’t interrogate anyone. And, no. It wasn’t a woman I saw running away from the school. Did I do something wrong here, sir?”

Perkins stared at him for a long time while Dragnet blinked away across his eyeballs. “Why won’t you consent to the background check, Bill?”

“Honestly? It feels like those glasses give us way too much power. I’d rather see how this goes, see if any of the other guys run into problems violating people’s rights.” It was a smooth line. No hesitation, no glancing away or blinking, which was good.

“Hmm.” Perkins tapped his blotter. “You really think those two had anything to do with the arson? Rat and the Martian?”

“I do.”

Perkins looked at something in his HUD. “That’s the first true thing you’ve said to me all day.”

“Sir—”

“Bill, look, I’ve got a lot of respect for you, for your gut. Got a hunch, then bring me something we can get a warrant for.”

“Can do, sir.”

As Bill was leaving, Perkins said, “And, Bill.”

“Yes, sir?”

The sheriff gave one last tap on his blotter. “I don’t know why you didn’t bring the Martian in for the shit he pulled at the graveyard, but if he does something stupid, if he hurts anyone, you’re on the hook.”

“Yes, sir,” Bill said.

Once he was out in the hall, he whispered into his earwig, “You hear all that?”

“Yep,” Aaron said, and Bill decided the earwig, at least, was tech he could get used to.



* * *



Sunday, Steve took his kids to the newer cemetery. He ignored the future site of the PCo store across the street, annoyed that he’d have to avert his eyes from here on out, lest he get angry.

“Why don’t we go anymore?” Sarah asked, looking at Mountain View Church below the cemetery. Its parking lot was full of mostly familiar cars, parked beneath the evergreens.

Steve saw that the church’s sign still welcomed PCo to the community. Well, he thought, that’s one reason right there.

Just because people went to church, or sermonized in church, or served as pastor, did not mean they didn’t do bad things, that they weren’t corrupt.

The church was obviously pandering to the megacorp, but why? A large donation? Steve wondered if Bill had heard anything.

“I don’t see why I have to go,” JJ said, changing to an earlier conversation. “It’s a waste of time.”

“Because,” Steve said. He pulled onto the paved one-lane road that led up through the cemetery. It was a good reason, because. It couldn’t be disproven.

“Why do I even need therapy?” JJ said. “It’s not like I’m going around bombing people and eating babies. I’m not crazy.”

“It’s not therapy, it’s counseling,” Steve said. “Educational counseling. It’ll help you do better in school.”

“Right,” JJ said. “In other words, therapy.”

It probably was therapy, but Steve didn’t want JJ to think of it like that, not if it discouraged him from going to see the school counselor. The boy had been acting out lately, and his grades had dropped. Even Mrs. Keeler didn’t know why.

Sure, she knew, as Steve knew, that part of it was the lingering impact of his mother’s death—it had changed them all forever—but Janice had been gone five years now. Something more recent must have caused this sharper downturn. A bully at school? A girl?

The one person in the world who knew, or didn’t really know until he got a chance to talk about it, was JJ—and he didn’t want to talk about it.

“Listen,” Steve said, “I’m done arguing. I’ll set up a meeting with Mrs. Keeler, and we can all assess where you’re at, okay? Maybe when your grades start going back up, who knows?”

“Whatever,” JJ said, sitting back. He continued to play whatever he was playing on his Tether.

Sarah’s old clamshell dinged, and she pulled it out. “Ew, sick!” she said, and JJ snickered.

“What now?” Steve said.

Sarah clapped her phone shut. “He sent me a screenshot from his demented game. Shooting out some Arab’s brains, or something.”

“JJ, stop it.” The road forked, and Steve took the route that climbed the wooded hill.

“I don’t know why he gets a Tether and I don’t,” Sarah said.

Steve sighed, trying not to let the bickering get to him, but failing anyway. “I don’t understand why people need to have what everyone else has, just because that’s the trend.”

“Of course you don’t, you’re forty.”

“Not quite.”

“Yeah, but you’re, like, one of the only people I know who still has a home phone.”

“It’s a cell phone,” Steve pointed out.

“Yeah,” Sarah said, “for the house. Who does that anymore?”

“Well, it was your mom’s,” Steve said, and let it drop.

Until HMS had given JJ his Tether, they’d all been on the same family plan, using the same exact clamshells they’d had since before Janice’s cancer had shown up on any scans. Steve and Sarah both had those old phones.

Steve let his eyes wander through the trees and the different levels of grave markers sloping up the hill. He was glad for the moment of silence, but he could feel the darkness from Sarah’s side of the car. He hadn’t meant to use Janice as a conversation stopper and he felt terrible—but he’d take the silence where he could get it.

“Hey, Dad, want to know what?” JJ said from the back, and Steve sighed. “Mini Mark had this app where he was digging in town. There was our graveyard and everything. He dug through the First Step and found this deep crack, and it went, like . . . he spent over three hours trying to find the bottom of it. Oh, and then he baked the clay into bricks, and he’d started to build this, like, fortress over it, without any windows or any way in.”

“Sounds cool,” Steve said with half a heart.

“Sounds stupid,” Sarah said. “He should do homework on it, that’s what it’s for. His phone’s not for playing.”

Steve began to tell her to mind her own business, but then JJ’s story finally sank in. “What do you mean, a brick fortress? You mean like the PCo building? The one they’re putting in at Harcum?”

The Phone Company had recently started construction after the sewage cleanup. Steve had seen the flattened, graded worksite, and a conceptual design of the low brick building; there’d been a few nice conceptual Japanese maples planted in the conceptual sidewalk around it.

“Yeah, it’s like I told you,” JJ said, “the world in the game’s pretty much Buttcrack Rock.”

“Huh.” That was mildly interesting. Steve had gotten a pretty good look at the conceptual drawing of the building and, thinking about it now, he didn’t recall any windows or any way in. Apparently, it would be a data center, Bill had told him.

Something happened on JJ’s Tether, and the boy jumped back. “Wow! Dad, look!”

He thrust the phone between the two front seats, practically blinding Steve to the narrow road ahead. “Damn it, JJ.” Steve brushed the phone away, but not before getting a glimpse of the game.

In it, a Marine had gotten his legs blown off by what was probably a dirty bomb in the desert. Except the graphics weren’t just realistic—it looked like real footage from the war in the Mideast, blood pumping out of the soldier’s ragged stumps where the blast hadn’t cauterized the wounds.

Steve grimaced and glanced at Sarah, who had fallen silent too. Neither of them felt comfortable around violence. JJ was too young to really remember why. They’d shielded him as much as they could from it.

“JJ, that’s enough phone in the car,” Steve decided. “You’ll make yourself sick.”

When his son continued to play and say “wow,” Sarah craned around in her seat. “Dad told you to stop.”

JJ’s thumbs halted, and he met her eyes.

Every now and again—but not too often—Sarah had this way with her little brother. Steve had always noticed it. It was her voice, her mother’s voice, and he thought maybe Sarah avoided using it because she recognized where it came from, too. Either it hurt, or it worried her to death she was starting to sound like her mom.

Maybe both.

JJ put his phone away and looked out the window, flushed and avoiding their stares, pushing his hat low on his brow. Thank God, Steve thought. Sundays were stressful enough.

They came to the crest of the hill and parked. From the trunk, Steve grabbed the bouquet of flowers and a little handheld broom, and they made their way to Janice’s grave.

Steve stopped at a few other markers along the way, sweeping off any dead leaves, old flower petals, and debris. He always hoped it wouldn’t affect him, the dates. The lifespans on these markers were too short, none older than fourteen. Ten years old was the youngest.

The one that usually upset him the most was little Mickey Mackeroy’s, because the boy’s cherubic face was embossed in bronze. Mick had been a great student, imaginative. Once, for his book report on Lord of the Flies, which he’d opted to read himself, Mickey had theorized that the other boys hadn’t killed Piggy because he was the weakest; they’d killed him because he hogged all the food.

It was actually pretty funny, the way Mickey wrote it. When he grew up, he wanted to be a satirist. Mick had been the youngest to die That Day.

At Janice’s grave, Steve dusted the letters of her name before enshrining the new flowers in her bronze vase. As was tradition, he gave the kids five minutes each to be alone with their mother.

Sarah always came back to the car with red, puffy eyes, whether or not she cried. JJ usually took the least amount of time. Sometimes he didn’t even like to go talk. Today, though, Steve saw him staring down, not at the grave, but at his Tether.

“Go get in the car with your sister,” he said, cutting JJ’s time short. “Go.”

JJ went happily.

Steve swallowed all the things he wanted to shout at him. “Sorry,” he said down at Janice’s grave, staring at her own relatively short lifespan.

Thirty-one.

His eyes slid over to the empty plot beside her. His.

“Everything’s changing,” he said. “The town, the world. And the kids, oh my gosh, they’re growing so fast, honey, you’d be so proud. Me, I just, I don’t know, I guess I don’t understand them. You were always so much better at that.”

Steve wanted to tell her the deeper truth, that, while he loved their kids deeply, sometimes he didn’t like them. He didn’t think he could ever say that, though, not aloud. Especially not here at his wife’s final resting place, where the plaque read, “Beloved mother, beloved wife. Her hair was never quite combed.”

Steve fought it. He never wanted to go back to that car, to his kids, and have them see his greatest weakness burning in his eyes. Because then who would be there? Who would be their rock, if their dad could crumble so easily?

“I just, I wish you were here,” Steve said, clenching his trembling chin. “You know, someone I can talk to, someone who can help me make sense of all this. Because I’m lost, Janice. I truly am.”

That’s what did it, broke the dam inside him. It would have flooded him, too, if Sarah hadn’t honked the car horn.

Steve whipped around, instantly angry. Kids! They knew how to get him there, real quick.

But then Steve saw his car rolling downhill, the steep, steep hill, with his children inside, windshield fluid spraying everywhere for some reason. Sarah clambered into the driver’s seat to slam the brakes. The horn honked again as her elbow struck it.

<Beep!>

Scrambling, tripping over a marker, crying out as his feet hit pavement—slap, slap, slap!—Steve’s fingers brushed the door handle. The car sped away, while inside Sarah kept screaming.

The car rolled about two hundred feet. It smashed into a tree rear first, with a shattering, crumpling crunch. Then there was only the slap of Steve’s feet.

“Oh my God, are you all right?” he said, bumping his head on the doorframe but not caring.

Sarah, straddling the center console, one foot still mashing the brake, shook with each heavy breath. In the back JJ sat wide-eyed, looking incredibly small for his age. His phone, for once, was not in hand.

Steve pulled them both into a hug, even though it was awkward with JJ in the backseat. He pulled them into his litany, his rosary, “I’m sorry, sorry, I’m so sorry.”

“You almost killed us!” Sarah screamed, crying, but that wasn’t what Steve was apologizing for. Not really.
  


 CHAPTER 10
 

 


“And you said the parking brake was on?” Bill asked Monday morning, under the car.

“Yes, dear,” Steve said. They had laid down a few sheets of the Burnt Valley Courier, so the deputy sheriff wouldn’t soil his uniform. Too many greasy old hash browns in the diner lot, too many old oily spots. Wouldn’t want to dim the shine of his star. Bill had been under there rolling around for the past fifteen minutes.

“It was even in park,” Steve added.

“Huh.” It was practically all Bill had said that morning, aside from simple enough questions he’d ask a child (he knew Steve didn’t know cars).

Huh.

They’d jacked up the car, too, at Bill’s insistence. They’d taken off two of the tires to inspect the brakes.

Why
in the middle of the diner parking lot, I’ll never know, Steve assured himself.

He shot a glance at the windows of Hayworth Diner, expecting to see old man McLean looking out, perhaps amused at how kids changed a tire these days.

He caught Sarah instead, staring out the window at him. She and her brother were already inside, eating. JJ was staring at the deputy-turned-auto mechanic, shoveling cold cereal into his mouth, and Barksdale was staring at Bill too, chewing nothing.

Sarah looked away from her dad, who turned back to Bill.

Bill’s boots and bony knees, anyway.

“Sarah said it was like the car just started driving itself.”

“Well,” Bill said. He scooted out from under the car and stood up, wiping his big grimy hands on a rag. “Brakes look fine. Shoes look fine.”

“Yeah,” Steve said, “it got us home all right. Seems to be driving fine.”

“Huh. And, uh, windshield wiper fluid, you said?”

“Yep.”

Bill put on his cowboy hat, using it to scratch his head. “Maybe Sarah hit the thing?”

“Yeah, maybe,” Steve said. He and Bill bolted on the tires and put the jack back in the trunk.

“Before I forget . . .” Bill handed Steve some red tape for his taillight. “Why give everyone a ticket, you know?”

“Thanks,” Steve said.

After washing their hands in the diner bathroom, they went to their booth and sat down for breakfast.

“What’s wrong with it?” JJ asked from the booth over, scratching Barksdale behind the ears.

“Apparently nothing,” Steve replied.

“Hah! See? I told you!”

Bill gave him a weird look, and Steve said, “He’s got this app on his phone.”

“Yeah?”

“It’s called Car Whisperer,” JJ said, already aiming his Tether into the lot. After a few seconds, he showed Bill the diagnostics. Not of his dad’s car, though. Of Bill’s cruiser. “Your oil’s low,” JJ said.

“Huh. So what, it just talks to the car’s brain then?”

“No,” JJ said. “It whispers.”

“Ah.” Bill eyed him suspiciously. “Can’t drive it, can it?”

JJ laughed. Steve was glad to see an adult could still do that, genuinely amuse his son.

“That’d be awesome. No.”

“That’s good.” Bill sat back in the booth as Cathy set down his biscuits and gravy. “Well,” he said to Steve, “I’d still take it to a mechanic if I were you.”

“Waste of money,” JJ said, but he looked completely disinterested in anything but his phone.

Bill took out his own Tether. “What’d you call it? Car Whisperer?” He shook his phone and said, “No, you stupid thing. Not horse.”

Steve shook his head. Kids and their toys.

He glanced back at Sarah, who hadn’t said a word this whole time. She wasn’t sleeping with her head on the table like usual. She was staring out the window like Barksdale, or perhaps lost in herself, in her own reflection.

It wasn’t atypical for her to be so introverted—JJ was the boisterous one. But Steve could tell something was eating at her. He was annoyed at first, thinking it was this petty business with the phones. Then he reminded himself that small things were sometimes manifestations of problems much larger and more complex. Imbalances, even. Because it’s never really about the phone, is it? It’s about the phone call.

After the accident at the cemetery, Steve also knew he couldn’t blame his kids for being unhappy jerks. They had been through so much, were asked to cope with so much.

And guess what? They weren’t always jerks. There were those rare occasions they proved to be decent human beings. And in those small blessed moments, Steve actually felt he’d done something right as a parent.

Sighing, he looked out his own window at the late Harcum Cemetery. Construction on PCo’s data center was well under way, and the First Step was no longer visible, swallowed up, gone from the physical narrative of their town.

Days flashed by right in front of his face, flickering across the diner glass. The food changed on his plate. Cathy alternated with Jayna. One day there were raindrops that went away.

Each day, Steve watched the PCo workers scurry around like bees building a nest. Their data center grew brick by brick, growing up the rebar until it was finished. Still no windows and no doors, at least none facing the street.

It looked like a giant brick made out of smaller bricks, completely impenetrable.

“Castle keep,” Bill had called it.

Landscapers had yet to plant the conceptual maples. Instead, hardhats were erecting a chain-link fence, complete with razor wire, all to protect PCo’s precious data.

Steve could practically feel it in the air, all those waves of information rolling downhill. They saturated Cracked Rock, reverberating even through the uninhabited wilds. They’d find squirrels or something, years from now, riddled with tumors.

At school, too, the week fluttered by like a flip book, a page per day. Visiting the faculty lounge for coffee, Steve found Mary McPhail and his rival English teacher, George Ingram, comparing Tethers.

Mary’s laughter died a little when she saw Steve enter the room. She focused more on her phone.

Ingram didn’t seem to notice. “Hey, Steve, check this out.” He demonstrated how he was using PCo’s online courses to allow students to submit essays. “It tells me when the little pukes plagiarize. And to grade them, all I got to do is . . .”

With a few taps into the app, Ingram opened a student paper and was able to comment upon and highlight specific passages of writing. He tapped a button and said, “Done. I graded a whole class on the toilet last night.”

Mary McPhail snickered, but then caught Steve’s look and quieted down. She was so juvenile.

“That’s cool,” Steve admitted, nodding at Ingram’s phone.

Over the course of the week, Steve had seen a variety of ways teachers were implementing the technology. Students could take quizzes online, and the computer would automatically grade them. Pretty cool. It had cut some teachers’ workload in half. Because they didn’t have much of a workload in the first place, Steve thought.

“Hey, George, I’m curious. With all this newfangled stuff, how do you plan to use the ol’ weight method?” Steve raised and lowered his hand like a scale.

“Excuse me?”

Mary McPhail couldn’t help herself. She burst out laughing, and Steve grinned. He had always been quick to forgive, and he really liked Mary. Ingram? Not so much.

George had been known around HMS to grade student papers by how much they weighed: the heavier, the higher the grade. Girls always got A’s. And football stars got C’s, no matter how much their paper weighed.

Steve left the lounge that day feeling like it might be a good week after all.

The Tethers were cool, he had to admit. Begrudgingly. But for all its graces, Steve was most impressed by the Tether’s scarier capabilities.

Apparently, Principal Warner had caught a kid skipping school, using some sort of tracking app. The app could also figure out who’d recently cut class.

Steve didn’t understand how it worked. Did it somehow reference school attendance records? And maybe student-phone GPS? The mystery turned out to matter far less than the content of the Tether’s absentee report. For whatever reason, the report included both elementary and high school attendance.

Mr. Disney’s daughter was on the list.

So was Steve’s.



* * *



JJ’s week blurred into one long day of phones, phones, phones, and stupid school. During lunch he sat with Mini Mark and the Dick in the library, because it was warm in there, and they’d found outlets.

“Dude, in Buttcrack Rock I dug into this old mine and there was gold.”

“Cool,” JJ said, more absorbed in his own phone.

“You can use it in, like, circuitry and stuff. You can build machines and clocks with it, it’s really cool.”

“Nice.”

“I added a bunch of stuff to the cell tower. Oh and, dude, there’s this special kind of building block, sort of like soul sand in Minecraft, only it’s really creepy.”

“Wow.”

“Yeah.”

JJ had taken to playing nothing but Drones while his friends were around. He didn’t mind. He just imagined the enemy as the Dick or his dad, and he was entertained for hours.

But whenever he could, in those small, quiet moments to himself throughout the day—whether it was when he took the bathroom pass and everyone else was in class, or when he was alone in the backseat of the car—JJ would tune in to his favorite app, The Enormous TV.

The Meg Disney Show had been fun for a while. He’d kind of learned her routine, the times of day she did interesting things. But her singing in the shower had ruined it, honestly. Meg thought she was so good, but she needed some serious auto-tuning.

JJ had branched out to other reality shows after that. Kids at school. Teachers, so he could cheat. The girls’ locker room had been wild at first, but he’d graduated from that kind of stuff. He’d matured.

Now JJ spied on the Dick a lot. The fat little penis was always mewling that he was hungry, always making his poor mom dump fungal powder on his feet. The Dick liked picking at his butt in the bathtub, too. JJ had started to feel sick and sorry for him, started to understand why he was so shallow and mean.

It was gross and animal, what people did when they thought they were alone. JJ knew it was wrong to have this kind of power, but he had it, literally at his fingertips.

By far, though, Bill was the coolest character to spy on. JJ had been there with him, alongside Aaron in Bill’s ear; he’d heard Sheriff Perkins threaten Bill about Marv.

If he does something stupid . . .

If he hurts someone else . . .

Idly, JJ wondered if Bill and the sheriff would face off later in the season.

He had noticed, too, that he couldn’t watch anyone who didn’t own a Tether.

Sarah, his dad.

Marv.

JJ had tried, but the only way he could watch anyone who didn’t own a Tether was if another Tether was nearby.

That’s how he found out his counselor had a phone. It made sense, really. All school employees had received a Tether. It was part of PCo’s program.

So JJ sat right in front of Mrs. Keeler on her office couch, using the TV to look down her blouse and up her skirt every which way. He’d even zoomed in on her lip to see the pursed wrinkles there, and the hairs.

She had no clue what he was doing, how he was violating her privacy. Violating her in ways she hadn’t even conceived of yet, because the technology was new. JJ found he could even see inside her, like an endoscope, only to the layer of detail you’d expect from MRIs.

As he’d learned with Meg and the mirror, there was absolutely no camera flying around the office. Nothing but dead air between him and Mrs. Keeler.

He reached out to feel for something where the camera should have been.

“JJ?” Mrs. Keeler said.

He met her gaze over the top of his Tether. He could see from her eyes she wanted him to put it away. He didn’t want to, though. He’d zoomed in on her eyeball, her iris like the iridescent filaments of a peacock feather, the pupil slightly dilated to her internal dark.

“I’ve been playing this game,” he said, “this war game. It looks really real.”

“Is it violent?” Mrs. Keeler asked.

“I mean, when you die in real life, it’s not like you re-spawn. You don’t just come back as yourself, you as the same character.”

“Yes. Death has a certain permanence to it, doesn’t it?”

“Have you ever heard of the uncanny valley?” JJ asked. “It’s a gamer word.”

“No,” Mrs. Keeler said.

“Well, it’s about how video game characters look like humans, but you can tell there’s something missing. It creeps people out. And it’s not like there are any green health orbs or anything in real life. No convenient first aid.”

“And what about in the game, JJ? What’s it like in Drones?” She must have seen what was happening on his face then, because she leaned in, frowning. “JJ? What’s the matter?”

“Nothing. Just . . . some of my characters, they’ve committed suicide.”

“They’ve committed suicide?” Mrs. Keeler said. “JJ, can you tell me what that means? Have you been having dark th—”

“No, it’s not that. It’s just a game, I know that. But I can tell from their faces, I can spin the camera around and look at them, and I can see they don’t know they’re being controlled. They think it’s their choice, because it’s so horrible there, and there’s no other way out.”

“Where?” Mrs. Keeler asked. “Horrible where?”

“War.”

Mrs. Keeler thought about something for a moment. “So you’re controlling them, and they don’t know it? Isn’t that the illusion of the video game? The idea that you are the character?”

“I guess.” JJ wasn’t interested in exploring that. “The other day I broke into someone’s house and shot them because I could. Just this family, screaming and crying. I shot them all. Dead.”

Mrs. Keeler nodded and chewed on the tip of her glasses. “I know it’s just a video game, JJ, but might this game mean more to you than just a simple app? I mean, personally?”

He shook his head. “I just don’t know why it’s so much easier killing someone in a game than it is real life. If they never come back either way? I mean, is life just a video game?”

“It’s certainly not a new idea,” Mrs. Keeler said. “Is that what life is to you, JJ? A video game?”

“No.” He stared at his phone, at her image onscreen. “Games are more real.” The revelation surprised him, upset him. Looking into Mrs. Keeler’s flat, soulless eyes, he realized it was real life that was the uncanny valley.

They continued the conversation, but it wasn’t long after that JJ cried.

He got out of therapy late, and it was already lunch. The Dick smirked at him as JJ sat down at the table with the sack lunch his dad always made.

“Where were you?” the Dick asked knowingly.

“Skipping class,” JJ said, because it was the most plausible explanation.

The Dick nodded, then did something on his phone.

“Dude,” Mini Mark said, but JJ kept his eyes on the Dick a moment. “I saw Barksdale wandering around Buttcrack Rock!”

“What?”

“Yeah! I tried to tame him with a bone, but he just kept eating and eating them. It’s like he refused to be my pet.”

“Meanwhile,” the Dick said, “I was making this.” He held up his phone, working his pudgy thumb on the volume rocker.

Immediately, JJ recognized the techno music and the weird robotic sound of the singer’s voice. The Dick had auto-tuned something. Not just anything. Part of JJ’s therapy session.

<Is-is-is life just a video game?> JJ sang, followed by auto-tuned sobbing.

The Dick cracked up, and now JJ could hear the song playing elsewhere in the cafeteria, because, of course, the Dick had shared it with everyone. The name of the song was <JJ Gregory Needs Help>.

Now several groups of people were laughing, and JJ looked around, confused by all the faces. His heartbeat blurred his vision until everyone kind of looked like the Dick, sounded like the Dick, except for Meg Disney, who was laughing as well, and he couldn’t stand it, couldn’t believe anyone was capable of violating him like this.

“Yes, JJ,” the Dick said, holding his trembling belly. “Please. Tell me more about that. Hahahaha! L-O-L!”

JJ swung at his face.

The Dick, eyes wide, jerked back and tipped over in his chair, so that JJ missed and nearly fell out of his own seat. He geared up to kick the Dick right in his piggy face, but then a heel crunched into JJ’s crotch, and he was doubling over, wind knocked out of him, an ache as heavy as a wrecking ball slamming into his gut.

“Kicked you square in the nuts!” the Dick said in his best Cartman voice, and now everyone in the room was laughing, jeering, and jumping on their chairs like monkeys as a teacher came hurrying through the crowd to stop the fight.
  


 CHAPTER 11
 

 


<So r u coming over 2night?> Anastasia texted on Friday.

<Ur not grounded?> Sarah wrote back. Waiting, she pulled on her work pants.

Sarah kept her O’Donald’s uniform in her gym locker, so she could change after school before one of her friends drove her to work. This meant her gym clothes smelled like stale french fries, but it was better than everything in her main locker smelling oily and gross.

<Me? Grounded?> Anastasia wrote back. <Ur funny. I told my mom grounding me stresses me out I’d end up smoking more. So she got me the patch.>

<K> Sarah wrote. <I’ll ask.>

When she got to work, though, Sarah forgot all about asking her dad if she could spend the night.

The counter where she usually stood to take orders had been walled in. Approximately where Sarah’s face used to be, they had installed a big screen displaying order numbers. A tray piled with cheeseburgers and fries popped into a slot beneath the display, and one of the customer’s Tethers beeped.

“This is so cool!” the lady said. She grabbed her tray from the slot and took it back to her table, where her kids were waiting to tear into their burgers.

Sarah saw a few other customers selecting meal numbers right from a menu on their phones. She went into the back room, to the manager’s office.

“Sarah!” Randy said, leaning back in his chair and lacing his fingers behind his head, like he usually did to cover his bald spot. “Isn’t this a pleasant surprise.”

“Where’s the register?” Sarah asked.

“You didn’t receive your pink slip?”

“What?”

“I’m sorry, but we don’t need cashiers. It’s all through the Tethers now. I thought you’d gotten notice.”

“So I’m fired.”

“Laid off,” Randy said.

Sarah threw her hat at him and stormed out of his office.

“I thought you’d be happy!” he called after her. “Way better customer service this way! You can use me as a reference!”

She bit down, trying not to cry before she made it out of the stink of fries.



* * *



“Again?” Aaron said over the earwig.

“Sheriff said to bring him something, I’m going to bring him something,” Bill phoned in.

He drove his cruiser past the chokecherry where he usually hid his jeep and climbed higher, toward Empty Mine. The original prospectors had called it that to keep people away from their mother lode.

“Hey, you think old Broken Lookout would give me a good fix on, uh . . .” Bill looked down at Marvin’s junkyard and said, “Planet Mars down there? I’m looking for a new angle to this thing.”

“Sorry, but I still don’t think Marvin Jones is capable of bombing a fly,” Aaron said.

“But turning a tour bus into a giant Molotov cocktail?”

“You don’t know that was him.”

Bill spit out his window into the woods, then rolled it up. “Oh, but I do know. You mean I can’t prove it yet.”

Bill glanced through an opening in the pines, saw the valley below and kept climbing. There was a little pullout right before the mine. He remembered there being an overlook, too. It would be perfect.

Bill had been keeping tabs on Marvin all week, whenever he wasn’t out on a call. The Martian had spent some of his time picketing at the various PCo sites. Marv still had a following, but his Pitchfork Mafia had begun to shrink.

It was usually like this with hot-button political issues. People rallied for a short period around a cause, serious about affecting real change, but then they got bored and played on their phones instead.

Bill had started feeling some of that, too. Parking out here on these BLM roads to spy on the Martian? Perfectly legal, boring as hell.

“So what happens when you’re out in Timbuktu and a call comes in?” Aaron asked. “Say Marv sets off his fertilizer bomb at the school or something?”

She said it only because she hadn’t been around these parts five years ago; she’d been at MSU in Bozeman. Aaron should have known better, really. But she was right.

What if?

Five years ago Bill had been on this same dirt road hiding from everything when he’d gotten the call That Day. Janice, the middle school—everything had fallen apart, and he’d been miles up some mountain. Had he been closer, quicker to answer the call . . .

“Sorry,” Aaron said, finally realizing.

“No worries. You’re fired is all.”

“Har har.”

At the turnout, Bill parked his car and aligned his window with the opening in the pines. Not quite the angle he needed to see the junkyard. But if he walked downhill a hundred yards, if he got around this stand of trees, he’d find himself on a rockslide where he could see everything.

Bill grabbed his binoculars and his phone. On second thought, he grabbed the Montclairs. He never had returned them to Mrs. Disney. He needed them.

Out on the rocks, Bill found a good vantage point and took a seat on a log. He was too far away to see anything with his binoculars.

“You try your glasses yet?” Aaron asked. “They have a pretty intense zoom feature.”

Bill sighed. “Left ’em in the car.” The Dragnet glasses had been sitting in his passenger seat since he’d gotten them. Bill had started to think of them as his “silent partner.”

“Well, try your Tether,” Aaron said.

“These are pretty awesome binoculars, Aaron. I doubt my phone could do any better.”

“You’d be surprised. I’ve got this one app, it uses the front-facing camera. It’s kind of like a magnifying mirror. I can see the spider mites living in my pores.”

Bill had been messing with his own phone, too. He’d been downloading pretty harmless apps. Golf app. Tuner for his guitar. He’d noticed some other apps, like a radar gun, a Beastmaster app, a lie detector, even some sort of urine analysis app, but he already had bona fide law enforcement tools he trusted more. In this case, though, Bill was willing to try.

“What do you know?” he said, checking out the app store. “Spyglass app.”

“See?”

Bill downloaded and installed the program, but paused before opening it. The icon. A novelty pair of binoculars.

Shrugging it off, he opened the app and zoomed in on Marvin’s property.

“Wow,” he said, dizzied by the intense magnification. At first Bill couldn’t tell what he was looking at. He zoomed out and realized it was the compound eye of a wasp. The yellowjacket was huddled against a nest hidden in some junked refrigerators. “Wow,” he said again. “I can see everything.”

He scanned the dump, tracing the maze of appliances, looking over the cubes of scrap metal stacked and ready to be hauled off. He searched for fertilizer sacks, detonators, or anything suspicious. He could even zoom in on some of the reflections in the glass and see around corners.

There was an old moving van and some empty drums scattered around it. The red truck had disappeared, he noticed that.

Into his earwig Bill said, “I used to think how cool it would be, building a fort in the junkyard. You know, when I was a kid.”

“Gross,” Aaron said.

“No, think about it. You could bury a shipping container or something. Build a little tunnel to it beneath a bunch of bent-up old playgrounds. You could bury treasure, anything.”

“Playboys.”

“Betcher ass.”

Aaron giggled.

“That’s just my point. Marvin could be hiding anything.”

“Playgirls, even.”

“Hell yeah.”

Bill panned his phone. From here, he could see a different side of Marv’s summer houses, the four travel trailers parked in a square around a common deck. The Tango’s slide-out had been modified into a screened-in porch.

Marvin was sitting inside. He was threading something through his hands, some kind of string or . . .

Fuse? Bill thought, zooming in.

“Aaron, there any way to take photos with this app?”

“Probably. Look for a button. Why, you got something on him, or . . .?”

Bill frowned. “Damn it.”

“What?”

He sat back. “He’s just lacing some shoes.”

“Yeah,” Aaron said, “a misdemeanor at best.”

Bill picked at the sticker he’d stuck on the back of his phone, a Junior Deputy Sheriff star, the kind they gave to kids. After about another hour of spying, he said, “This log’s hurting my ass.”

He cut through the stand of pines on his way back up. It was easier going than the loose rock, which was reason enough. Later, though, Bill would wonder if he hadn’t taken this path subconsciously.

The black thing, tangled in some undergrowth, caught his eye about halfway up. Bill stepped over a few downed trees and pushed his way into the shrubs. They scratched at his hands and poked his side, but he reached out and grabbed the strap anyway.

“Sure are breathing hard,” Aaron said in his earpiece.

Bill shut his mouth and stared at what he’d pulled out of the brush.

“What’re you doing?”

“Nothing. Climbing. Look, I’ll call you back.”

“All r—”

Bill pressed the button on the earwig and continued to stare at the binoculars dangling in front of him from their black strap. Except they weren’t binoculars at all, not really.

“No way,” Bill said, unscrewing the lid of the novelty flask. He took a whiff. He had never known whiskey to go bad, just lose its taste. But, surely, in these conditions . . .

“Wow,” he said. The bourbon smelled of sweet, nutty oak. It didn’t even have a metal tinge.

The nylon seal on the flask had remained intact, and Bill wondered if the dense overgrowth had sheltered the container from sun and snow. Maybe that accounted for the preservation.

Five years, he thought.

Bill’s hand shook as he dumped the bourbon out.

Five years.

Even the color looked great.

Back at the cruiser, he tossed his real binoculars into the passenger seat next to the Dragnet glasses, then sat behind the wheel, turning the empty flask over in his hand. He lit a Montclair.

Steve, he thought. Steve had given him the flask. Steve had given him a reason to fill it, and to throw it into the woods as well.

Bill hunched over and reached beneath his seat, holding up his cigarette. He pulled out his newer flask, just a regular stainless steel one. He’d been on the verge of pouring it out for months now, but hadn’t quite brought himself to that.

The Dragnet glasses stared at him.

“What?” he said, unscrewing the flask.

Then he turned the glasses around so they couldn’t watch.



* * *



The lie detector app finished downloading as Bill pulled into Meth Cook Estates. Crawling down the one-lane loop, he opened the app and got a sense for how it worked.

“My name’s Bill Biggs,” he said into the mic. A little idiot gauge registered in the green as <Truth.>

Usually, polygraph operators hooked suspects up to a variety of detectors. Altogether, the devices monitored blood pressure, pulse, respiration, and skin conductivity, which were then graphed out.

“No, I’ve never stolen money,” Bill said, and this time the idiot gauge registered <False>. In a little window below that, a digital polygraph sketched out its various lines. Bill had no clue how the phone could register his heart rate and all that just by listening to his voice. It seemed to work, nonetheless.

“Yes, I emptied the flask,” he said, thinking it would register green. Instead it prompted him to ask a follow-up question: <Which flask?>

How in God’s name . . .

“The stainless steel one,” Bill said. The idiot gauge thought for a second before registering red. “Fine, the binocular flask then.”

This time it indicated green.

“Huh.”

The app recorded the entire conversation along with the graph. Bill could scrub the playhead back to review the results. The polygraph seemed accurate even with the Tether hidden in the breast pocket of his uniform.

Bill pulled up to Rat McCurdy’s house.

Rat sat in a chair on the trailer porch, taking a hit from a bong. His eyes shot wide when he saw the cruiser. Then, mullet flying, he ran off.

Bill jumped out of his cruiser. “Hey!” He strode over to the porch where Rat had dropped the bong and frowned at the smell. “Rat, would you stop?”

Rat had fled halfway into the field behind the trailer park. He stopped. Not because he wanted to. He’d twisted his ankle in a gopher hole. Rat cursed.

Bill slid his arm beneath the porch railing and grabbed the bong. He poked at the leafy brown matter in the bowl. “Rat, this ain’t even pot!”

“I know it ain’t pot!” Rat called back. “That ain’t why I’m running!”

“Then why?”

“It ain’t mine!”

“What isn’t yours?”

“The bon—the, uh, water pipe. It ain’t mine. Never seen it in my life!”

“Rat, I just saw you hitting off it. Besides, who gives a crap?”

Rat’s eyebrows arched and his chin doubled up as he cocked it back. “What?”

“It’s just a water pipe, Rat. For tobacco. Perfectly legal.”

“Really?”

“’Sides, this is just a social call.”

Rat’s eyes narrowed. “Then how come you’re wearing your whatchamacallit? Your suit?”

“I just got off work,” Bill said, knowing what the lie detector would have to say about that. “Seriously, look.” He went and reached under the seat of his car, pulling out a bottle. “Got any Coke?” he asked, holding up the Maker’s Mark.



* * *



“Neat,” Bill said. He waved away the ice.

“It ain’t for the drinks.” Rat sat at the little TV tray he’d set up between the chairs on the porch. He stuffed the bag of ice down his sock and sighed when it hit his ankle.

They sipped their bourbon and Coke.

“So,” Bill said, “how’s work?” He’d already hashed out a basic structure for this conversation. He knew he had to be careful; Rat’s eyes were as jaundiced as they were bloodshot.

“You sure this ain’t about what happened at the school?”

“Why you so worried about that, Rat?”

“I ain’t. Just surprised is all. You stopping by like this.”

“We used to drink together all the time in high school.”

“We were different.”

“Cheers to that,” Bill said, holding up his paper cup. It featured Hello Kitty with balloons, leftover from Candy McCurdy’s sixth birthday.

Rat didn’t toast with his Hello Kitty cup. Bill took a drink. He savored the bourbon for a second, thinking, sneaking peeks at Rat’s bald spot.

“Remember that time we were all at the quarry and you stole Janice Pendergraft’s clothes?” Bill asked.

“You mean Janice Gregory? Steve’s old lady?”

“Yeah.”

“That wasn’t me.”

“Oh yeah, right.”

“That was Billy Warner,” Rat said, “I even told you that.”

“Right. Must have forgot.” Bill said it even though he knew Rat was lying. Rat had always lied about stealing Janice’s clothes, but Bill had seen him do it from up on the jumping rock. He asked now because he needed to set a baseline for the polygraph; he needed verifiable lies. “So you really thought water pipes were illegal, huh?”

“Yeah,” Rat said.

“Huh.”

They chatted awhile about normal things, non-threatening things, like how was Pam treating him, or how was Candy liking first grade? Bill made sure to keep Rat’s cup filled to the balloons the whole time.

“So did you get a new phone?” Bill finally asked.

“One of them Tethers? Nah.”

“Why not? Everyone’s getting one.”

“Ah, I don’t know.”

“Afraid they’re watching you, Rat? Afraid someone’s going to catch you doing something you shouldn’t?”

“They are watching, man, they’re watching all the time. Everything these days has an eye and an ear, I’ll tell you what. Oh, and GPS.”

“So?” Bill said. “If you’ve got nothing to hide, who gives a crap?”

Rat nodded and took a drink. “’Cept they collect all sorts of stuff that ain’t none of theirs. All those apps? You’re just giving away all your privacy. And all these microwaves in the air around us?”

Bill pictured flying microwave ovens and stifled a laugh.

“What does that all do to our bodies? Someone’s constantly streaming porn or rated R, those waves got to have a different effect on you than, say, one of Candy’s little cartoons. The ones and zeroes are all different.”

“What,” Bill said, “you think it gives us more violent tumors or something? You going to join Marv’s crusade? You sound exactly like him.”

“No,” Rat said, and Bill couldn’t wait to see what the lie detector had to say about that. “I don’t care about none of that. But at least Marv’s thinking about these kinds of things. At least he’s not just jumping off the bandwagon.”

“On,” Bill said.

“Whatever.” Rat took another drink. “How about you? You on the wagon?”

Bill knew he meant bandwagon. He didn’t want to give a “yes” or “no” answer all the same. He’d have to review his own lies, he’d already caught on to that. Bill had never been that great at lying to himself in the first place. “Everyone in the sheriff’s office got phones.”

“Oh.”

“Look, Rat, I’m just concerned. There are enough people in town who don’t really care for PCo. Aren’t you afraid someone could do something?”

“Like what?”

“I don’t know. Shootings, stabbings. Bombings. You don’t think if someone hated them enough, they’d be willing to do something drastic like that?”

“We’re talking about Marv,” Rat said.

“No,” Bill lied, “not necessarily. Anyone who was at that graveyard. Why? He say something about that?”

“Who, Marv? I haven’t seen him in years.”

“Really? Huh.” Bill looked for the bottom of his cup. “’Cause he said you’d loaned him a truck not that long back.”

It was another lie, but a good one. Or a bad one. It was getting harder to tell. Bill had hit the flask before deciding that, if he was going to drink, he might as well get some answers out of it. Now he feared he was pushing his questions too far.

“I didn’t loan him no truck,” Rat said.

“Really? ’Cause it looked an awful lot like the red one parked here, week back. The work truck?”

Rat shook his head and played with his own cup on the tabletop. “I didn’t loan him no work truck either.”

“Huh,” Bill said. “Guess he was lying then.”

“Heh, you know Marv. Crazier than a bat’s ass.”

“Yep.” Bill swirled his bourbon and Coke, then shot the rest back. “Well, Rat, this was nice. I think I’ll head out. Tell Pam and Candy I said hi.”

“Yeah? All right.”

Bill put on his cowboy hat and headed down the steps. “Oh, one thing,” he said before getting into his cruiser. Maybe it was the booze giving him the balls, but he’d decided to push it. “According to Marv, he got all that fertilizer direct from you. If you haven’t talked to him in years then, uh, why’d he say a thing like that?”

Rat swallowed hard his last bit of bourbon. “Like I said. A bat’s ass.”

Bill let his sigh out slowly. He had forgotten how adept Rat was at talking with the police. He wouldn’t give a direct answer no matter what. He wasn’t smart. It was just his kind.

Bill tipped his hat. “See you Monday, Rat.”

He left MC Estates, but pulled into the first turnout and reviewed the polygraph.

“What the hell?” Bill said, scrubbing the playhead back. According to the app, Bill had lied more than Rat.

In fact, Rat had only lied about two things: he had stolen Janice’s clothes that day at the quarry, and he actually did own a Tether. Everything else? All true. He really hadn’t seen the Martian in years. According to the app.

The polygraph did suggest a few follow-up questions, though.

<Was it Marv’s truck, then?>

<When was the last time you SPOKE to Marvin Jones?>

“Damn it,” Bill said, wondering if he should go back. His Tether rang, “Another Brick in the Wall”—his ringtone for Steve. His finger went to the earwig.

“Where the hell are you?”

“Work,” Bill said. “What’s up?”

“I need your help.”

Bill sat up in his seat. “You all right?”

“Over in Cascade.”

It was the next county over. “Steve, you’re not really telling me anything here. You need help?”

“I do.”

Bill waited.

“Getting drunk.”

It took Bill a second, but he finally laughed. “What the hell are you getting drunk over in Cascade for?”

“I’m at the Speakeasy,” Steve said.

Bill’s smile dropped, but he kept good humor in his voice. “That place? Let’s just go to Sherry’s. We could walk home.”

“Ah, I just wanted to get out of town for a bit, if that’s all right.”

Bill sighed. Too many people at the Speakeasy knew his name. His fake name. He didn’t want to be seen there with Steve. Rather, he didn’t want Steve seeing him there. It’s why he went there by himself. Out of the county, out of his jurisdiction where people weren’t watching quite as closely. It truly was Bill’s speakeasy, his underground bar. He lived this whole secret life.

“Look, buddy, maybe another night.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah, that’s too far for me tonight.”

“Okay,” Steve said. “Sherry’s, then. Do the Speakeasy another time.”

“I’m thinking I might just go home,” Bill said.

“Aw, come on. I really need to get out of the house.” Quieter, Steve added, “JJ got in a fight.”

“What?”

“Yeah, with one of his friends.”

“Why?”

“Now you know why I want to get that drink. Or three.”

This time Bill sighed so Steve could hear. “All right. Can I just park at your house? Split a cab there?”

“You driving home after?”

“Yeah, it’ll be fine. I’ll just have a couple. I’ll be the designated, uh, fare.”

“You sure?” Steve asked.

“I’ll bring my breathalyzer,” Bill said. “Test myself, make sure I’m under the legal limit. Right under it.”

Steve laughed. “I’ll meet you at the house then.”

Bill had already started driving by the time he hung up. Going around a curve too fast, he veered over the solid yellow lines and an oncoming car honked. Bill swerved back into his own lane and shook his head.

It’ll metabolize, he thought, driving slower and focusing on the road. He blew his own breath into his hand and smelled nothing. Nevertheless, Bill dug the bag of cough drops out of the glove compartment; the menthol always had been great at covering up whatever bullshit was on his breath.
  


 CHAPTER 12
 

 


“Okay, bye,” Steve said for the second time. “I may never come back again.” Finally, his kids acknowledged him from the couch, but neither of them looked up from their phones.

“Have a good time,” Sarah said, texting on her old clamshell.

Steve walked out to the cab as Bill was climbing out of his jeep. Bill had changed into plainclothes. For him, that meant blue jeans and a blue work shirt, with, underneath, a nice clean white tee. And just a dab of the cologne Steve knew Janice used to secretly hate.

Inside the taxicab, Bill got a call. “Aaron, what’s up? Yeah, sorry about that. Forgot to check back.”

Steve smiled out his window, listening to one side of an already one-sided conversation. Aaron talked a lot, according to Bill. Steve remembered that about her. Talkative student.

“Yeah, going with Steve. We both kind of needed a night off. Uh-huh. Okay. Night, Aaron. Yup. Uh-huh. Night.”

Bill hung up. “Should’ve invited her along.”

“Oh, not this again,” Steve said, turning once more to the window. So that was why Bill had insisted on Sherry’s. He was always trying to hook Steve up with local girls. Problem was, Steve knew them all.

“What’s so wrong with Aaron? Aside from she’s always talking.”

“Um, how about she used to be one of my eighth graders?”

“Oh, yeah,” Bill said. But then, “So what?”

Steve gave him a look.

“You’re only, what, ten years apart?”

“Try twelve.” Steve looked back to his reflection in the glass. Maybe thirteen.

“She’s twenty-five,” Bill said.

“And I have high blood pressure.”

“Hah!”

“Besides, I don’t understand people that young.”

“Okay, old man. I keep telling you to come play me at tennis. Work some of that off.”

“Seriously, though. Look at what they grew up with compared to us. It’s only twelve years, but . . .” Steve shook his head. “Look at my son. Look at Sarah. They’ll grow up never knowing what it’s like not having all these connections. Not even real relationships—digital relationships. Aaron, too. I don’t get that. I mean, what happened to solitude? What happened to two tin cans on a string?”

“Sheesh,” Bill said, rubbing his brow where his hat usually sat. “You could’ve at least waited till we were drunk.”

Steve laughed and was glad when Bill laughed too. It wasn’t particularly funny, what he’d said. But Steve’s goal tonight was to be quick to laugh. Laughing helped.

Along the walkway into Sherry’s, they had removed dangerous planters and had paved over the holes. Too many barflies had bashed their knees, or heads, on the walls of aggregate concrete. Though the holes were sealed, the smokers still avoided the planters; memories of busted knees. One of them, a memory of busted teeth.

Steve fought the urge to fan the smoke and took shallow breaths instead. He smiled and nodded politely as people in the crowd cheered and called out his and Bill’s names.

Even though it had been years since smoking in bars had been legal in Montana, the inside of Sherry’s still reeked of smoke. Steve hated it. He’d always thought of it as a ghost of smoke, soaked into the carpet, the pool table felt; soaked into the cracks of the stools, maybe even into the hair on the stuffed animal heads. Some of that smoke, he figured, had come from Janice.

“Man, the Speakeasy doesn’t smell like this at all,” Steve said as he and Bill took two seats at the bar.

“Here we go again,” Bill said.

“I’m just saying, it’s way newer. I don’t think it was ever smoked in. And the pinball games don’t steal your quarters.” Steve hooked a thumb toward the Star Trek machine, the “Out of Order” sign taped to the glass.

“Just wait,” Bill said. “After a beer or two, or six, you’ll be losing your own quarters.”

True enough, after a few pints Steve had forgotten all about most of what burdened him. He and Bill played darts. After a few more pints, they were pulling the darts, not out of the board, but out of a stuffed head.

“Moose eye!” Bill shouted once, and they fell over each other laughing, with Steve wondering if it really was a moose and not an elk.

Somehow, after slopping around several drinks, Bill convinced Steve to go outside where Bill could smoke. Needed company, he said.

But then Bill ended up chatting with Deb Disney instead while Steve tried to avoid noxious clouds; oddly enough, he didn’t mind standing on the paved-over planters that everyone else avoided.

“Hey, I kept meaning to get these back to you,” Bill said, handing a pack of Montclairs to Deb.

She switched her cigarette to her other hand and, nails sparkling with gold glitter in the lamplight, took the pack from Bill.

“Where’d you get these?” she asked. Before he could say anything, she said, “My daughter stole these, didn’t she?”

“Wait,” Steve said, “Anastasia smokes?”

Bill and Deb looked at him, as if neither of them knew what to say. Deb’s earring glittered between wisps of blonde, and Bill turned back to her.

“Hey, Deb, I thought the school would’ve said something but . . . I should’ve told you. Caught your daughter cutting class. She stole these off you, I guess.” Bill held up the one Montclair he’d taken and blew out some smoke.

“That little bitch,” Deb said. She caught Steve’s look and shrugged. “Sorry. It’s just I caught her this last weekend. She’d stolen a whole other pack out of my purse.”

“When was this?” Steve asked Bill. “When did you catch her skipping?”

“Who?” Bill said. “Anastasia?”

For the first time, Steve realized they both were really fucking drunk. He laughed, and was surprised when Bill did not.

“Must have been start of last week I caught them skipping?” Bill said.

Steve matched up dates in his head. “By any chance was Sarah cutting, too?”

“Sarah? Cutting class?”

Deb blew out a misty breath. She had locked her slate eyes upon Steve. “I didn’t see Sarah smoking, but Anastasia definitely was. A whole other pack. Straight from my purse.”

Steve’s frown deepened. He could barely breathe out here, the smoke hung so thickly.

“You all right there?” Bill asked.

“No. I think I . . . need another drink.”



* * *



“You all right?” Bill said again, following Steve back to the bar. Steve wasn’t talking to him, and Bill was desperately trying to learn what his friend had pieced together.

“It’s not any better in here,” Steve said.

“What’s that?”

“The smoke.”

“Oh, that?” Bill pawed for the bar but kind of missed it. “Look, don’t worry about that. It’s like I told Janice at the school, she—”

“Janice?” Steve said, looking up from his undrunk beer. “What do you mean, school?”

Bill took a concerned look at his friend, at his double friend, sitting in a spinning room on a non-spinning barstool. “Wait a minute, what?”

Steve shook his head and looked into his beer. “I think I drank too much.”

Bill admitted, but only to himself, that he, too, had drank too much. Or was it drunk?

“Drank or drunk?”

“What?” Steve asked.

Bill stumbled into his seat beside Steve, glad his friend hadn’t caught on.

“You can’t smoke in here,” the bartender said, prompting Bill to look down at his own hand.

“Crap.”

“Here.” The bartender held out an empty bottle, a lager.

Bill tried to guide the Montclair down the bottleneck, but mashed the coal and burned himself.

“Ow.”

“Just . . . here.” The bartender took the near-butt and dropped it in.

Bill heard the coal hiss in the bit of beer and backwash he had probably left at the bottom. “Thanks,” he said and turned to Steve, who hadn’t looked up from his mug. “Look, man, sorry I didn’t tell you before.”

“About what?”

Bill lifted his cigarette to smoke, only to remember what had just happened with the bartender.

“About what?” Steve said again.

Bill shook his head. He had already forgotten and was yelling for the bartender. “Get ’nother drink???”

Half a beer later, Bill noticed an officer blocking the exit of the bar. He wore Dragnet-style glasses and used his Tether to scan patrons. Bill didn’t recognize him at all.
  


 CHAPTER 13
 

 


“Last call!” someone screamed from the bar. Not the bartender, but Debby Disney. Her sweater had come off, revealing a tank top and glittering bands of gold around her neck and wrists.

“She’s played that song, like, a thousand times,” someone said when “I Melt with You” started again. Steve watched as Deb went sashaying away from the jukebox, totally stuck in the eighties.

“Couple of drinks, this place turns into a high school,” Steve said into his mug. He still hadn’t drunk it.

What was it, his seventh?

Fifth.

“It’s definitely getting old,” Bill said. He didn’t look so hot, sweating and glancing around all the time, eyes on the door.

“Steve, uh, go with me for another smoke?”

“No, man, no. I’m not moving till I’ve got to.” Waving him away lazily, Steve added, “Go in the bathroom if you’re going to be sick.”

Bill shook his head, staring at something across the room. “I hate those things.”

Steve looked, too, and saw the officer at the door. “What, his glasses? Didn’t you say the entire office got a pair? Where’s yours?”

“Never used ’em.”

“Oh, yeah. The background check, right?”

Bill nodded. “There was stuff in Goff’s I don’t see how anyone could’ve known. Like when he stole someone’s lunch from the break room.”

“That’s not that big a deal,” Steve said.

“It’s invasive. One guy, I won’t say who, those things knew he and his friend had beaten a chicken to death with a baseball bat when they were fourteen.”

“Damn,” Steve said. “But what’ve you got to hide? Any kids I don’t know about?”

Bill turned back to the bar, tapping his lighter against the tabletop. “There’s only one guy who should be able to get at all my secrets like that, and it ain’t Sheriff Perkins.”

Steve nodded. He agreed, he did. He just thought it was weird. Here Bill was, upstanding, forthright, but sweating some background check like he hadn’t already subjected himself to one when he became a deputy.

Something beeped.

Bill, sweating even more, pulled out his Tether. “Critical battery,” he said. “Crap.”

Steve chuffed and looked around. Even Deb Disney was on a Tether, over by the pool table. She was swaying, not to the jukebox, but to the earpiece coiled around her ear.

“Hehehe.” It was the bartender.

Steve frowned at him. “What?”

“Check out this app.” He shined his phone on Steve’s face. “I scan in what drinks everyone buys, and it tallies them for me and keeps a running scoreboard.”

Steve saw his own face, miniaturized in the leaderboard. He didn’t know how it had gotten there, avatar-sized. But he looked terrible. Stubble, bags under the eyes, looking drunk. Looking exactly as he looked right now. He was astonished to see the beer count next to his head.

Way more than he’d thought.

“How’d you get that?” Steve said, jabbing at the pictures of everyone on the scoreboard.

The bartender backed away. “I took them, man, how do you think?”

“You just took a picture of me and put it on there without even asking?”

“What’s your problem, man? Yes, of course.”

Steve realized that all around the bar, everyone was playing the same app.

“It’s a drinking game,” said the guy who’d complained about Deb’s music. He leaned over toward Steve, landing his elbow in the Chex Mix. “See these little dollar signs next to everyone’s names? They’re betting on who gets the drunkest. Bartender keeps updating the scores, and it all gets posted to Follow.”

Steve turned to Bill, who was lost in his phone. “You, too?”

Bill offered him a sweaty look, then pocketed his phone. “Oh, yeah. Yep, totally. Hey, look, I’m gonna go hit the sink.”

“Yeah, all right.”

Steve craned around from where his elbows rested on the bar and watched his friend approach the officer at the exit. They exchanged words, and then Bill went to the men’s room, glancing over his shoulder before slipping inside.



* * *



“If you know me, then how come I don’t recognize you?” Bill had asked the officer before escaping to the men’s room.

“I’m new,” the guy said. His name was Barnes and he was basically just a crew cut on legs. Bill couldn’t read his eyes behind the mirrored Dragnet glasses.

“So Sheriff Perkins brings you on as a volunteer deputy, and somehow I don’t know about it?”

Barnes held up his Tether, the breathalyzer app. “He wanted me to see if it’s something we can start doing. Random bar checks to cut down on all the accidents and DUIs.”

Hand in his pocket, Bill picked at the Junior Deputy badge stuck to his phone. The guy had shown Bill his credentials. Indeed, Barnes now worked as a volunteer for the sheriff’s Reserve Unit.

“Why the hell wasn’t I told about this?” Bill said.

Barnes shrugged.

Bill took one last good gouge into the sticker and then pulled out a cigarette he’d bummed. “Excuse me,” he said, trying to get past the guy.

Barnes blocked the door. “I’m under strict orders.”

“I’m going for a smoke.”

“That may be. But Sheriff Perkins said not to let anyone sneak out.”

“Well, aren’t you a regular Boy Scout. You realize I can have you tossed out of the reserve.”

“Just doing my job,” Barnes said.

Bill evaluated his options. “Be right back. Got to take a piss. Maybe make a call.”

He couldn’t tell whether Barnes flinched at the threat.

Those glasses.

In the men’s room, Bill went straight to one of the stalls. His Tether beeped again. He pulled it out, locking the stall with his other hand before sitting down.

He’d left an app open. It had sucked the juice right out of his phone. And right now he needed his phone.

The bathroom door flung open.

Bill’s head jerked up.

<Bee-lorp bee-lorp> his Tether said.

“Well, bee-lorp to you, too,” said the boots walking past the stall. “Heh.”

Bill watched the two big hiking boots tromp, unlaced, over to the urinal. There was a burp, and then a sudden burst of urinal water percolating.

Then a fart.

Bill knew who it was now.

Dave Prescott.

Big red muttonchops. Suspenders decorated with skulls.

“Hey, man,” Bill said, disguising his voice from behind the divider, just kind of roughing it up a bit to fool the drunk. “Don’t let the new bouncer catch you hopping onto your hog in that state.”

“What’s that?” Dave called over the roaring waterfall of his own piss. “Oh, yeah. Good call.”

“He still checking people’s breath?”

“That he is.”

Another fart.

Bill thought for a second. “Does it work?”

Burp. “Seems to. Cop’s calling cabs.”

Yeah, Bill had seen that much. He’d been watching Barnes’s activities all night. He’d watched Barnes take away people’s keys so they had to wait for taxis. Outside. In the cold.

Bill knew the cab agency in this town wasn’t big. In fact, it was only a splinter off the main agency over in the city. In the town of Cracked Rock, a person could wait awhile for a cab.

“So can it really tell you how much you’ve had to drink since yesterday?” Bill asked.

“Up to twenty-four hours.”

From the urinal there was a trickling, a clothed shaking with the clink of a belt, then a zip-up, a hocked loogie, and finally a flush. The bathroom door was swinging closed before the guy even had a chance to wash his hands.

Yep, that was Dave Prescott. One big bodily function in boots. Bill focused on his dying phone.

He went straight to his app store and typed in <breathalizer app>. When that turned up nothing, he typed the search correctly and tried again. Still nothing.

“Damn it.”

He tried the old “blow in your own face” method of smelling his breath, but like last time it didn’t work. It just kind of smelled like cigarettes and ferment. He’d been hoping to download the breathalyzer and test himself. He wanted to see—he needed to see—if the Boy Scout guarding the door really could tell that Bill, hours ago, had been drinking on the job.

<Bee-lorp> said his phone.

What app had he left running, anyway?

The bathroom door flung open, and Bill’s head came up so fast he almost bashed it on the handicap rail.

“Bill!”

“Yeah.”

“You all right in there?” Steve asked.

“Yep.”

“Time to go, buddy.”

“Yeah, all right.”

He met Steve back in the bar, standing in line to leave. Volunteer Deputy Barnes was now scanning everyone, making them blow into the mic of his Tether while his Dragnet glasses blinked. Bill listened when it was Dave Prescott’s turn to the phone. Barnes said something Bill couldn’t hear.

“What the hell for?” Dave replied, leather jacket creaking as he crossed his arms.

Barnes didn’t answer. He just reached up and plucked a frizzy red hair from Dave’s sideburn.

Bill, knowing Dave, instinctually felt for his gun. Which, of course, wasn’t there. And Dave didn’t react at all how Bill thought he would.

“Can it really do that?” Dave asked, leaning over to see what Barnes was doing with his phone. “Well, I’ll be damned!”

Bill saw what the deputy was doing, too.

He was scanning the hair with the Tether’s camera.

An FAEE test.

“How’s that even possible?” Bill said to Steve.

“Huh?”

“I mean, I get the breathalyzer app. That tech can be handheld. But how can a phone run a test that usually requires a mass spectrometer?”

“I don’t know, you’re the expert.”

Bill shut up as the Tether finished the test.

“Says here you’re an alcoholic,” Barnes said, holding up the phone and the chemical scan of Dave’s red hair.

Dave broke out into huge laughter that shook the shot glasses above the bar. He turned to everyone. “This thing’s right more often than my wife!”

Quite a few people joined his roar of laughter, and Bill glanced around, trying to think of an exit strategy. He had seen from here that the hair scan had broken down Dave’s alcohol consumption by volume per day for the past month, laid out kind of like a granular weather app. It could tell you exactly how much Dave consumed each hour of the day. On the hour.

Which meant it would be able to tell that Bill had driven under the influence. On the job. In a county-owned cruiser.

Crap.

Only a few patrons left ahead of him.

He couldn’t think. It was hard enough controlling his double vision. Not for the first time, Bill regretted trying to keep up with Steve. His friend always had been more of a lush; he just had way more control over it. Steve could binge drink one night at the bar and be fine the rest of the week.

<Bee-lorp bee-lorp>

“I don’t think so,” Deb Disney said by the door. Rather, she said, “I dunn sink so.”

Barnes was holding his hand out for her keys.

“I always drive myself,” Deb said, trying to put on her sweater. She was lost somewhere in the middle of it. One of her friends had to help her the rest of the way. “Thanks, Darlene. I always drive myself home.”

“Ma’am, you can barely walk—”

“You can barely walk!”

“The app’s already paged your cab. Now, please—”

“I’ll page you a cab!” Deb stole Barnes’s phone and started jabbing at the screen with her thumbs.

Bill almost let her do whatever she was going to do. Maybe she would break the Boy Scout’s Tether. Drop it, at the very least. But Bill couldn’t let her do this to herself. She’d be thrown in jail and heavily fined.

“Deb, Deb, Deb,” he said, laying a hand on her shoulder.

She turned to him, angry tears burning in her eyes. “Oh, Bill. This, this asshole . . .” She shook a trembling finger at Barnes.

“It’s all right, Deb. You can share our cab, mine and Steve’s. We’ll pay.” He turned to Barnes. “That all right with you?”

“I need to scan you—”

“I just said we’re taking a cab.”

“I—”

Bill pushed Barnes’s phone away and shouldered by him, supporting Deb, letting her drape herself over him while she cried. He looked back at Barnes over Deb’s tangle of blonde hair. “Shame on you, bullying her like this.”

Barnes tried to test Steve’s breath anyway, but Bill wouldn’t have it.

“It’s fine,” Barnes said, tapping something into his Tether. “I rigged it so the bartender’s drinking game reports how much you all drank, anyway.”

Bill stopped. “For the whole day?” he almost asked, but thought better of it. “How many?” he finally asked.

Barnes checked. “Behind your buddy Steve here at ten.”

Steve grinned at Bill. “Ah, look at that. I won you at darts and drinking.”

Bill rolled his eyes and pushed through the door, thanking God for the rush of cold air chilling the sweat on his skin.

A minute later, they were all outside waiting for a cab, with Deb Disney puking in the shrubs.

The guy who’d complained about Deb’s music was standing nearby when his phone went <cha-ching>. He held it up so Bill could see Deb’s picture with a dollar amount next to it. “I win!” the guy screamed.



* * *

 


The cabbie dropped Deb Disney off first. She tried to kiss Bill goodnight, but he gently guided her to her front door and wished her goodnight.

On the way to Steve’s, his phone beeped. He’d forgotten he’d left open an app. It turned out his lie detector had been recording in the background ever since Rat’s.

He looked over at Steve, but Steve wasn’t paying any attention. He was resting his head against the glass, eyes shut. Curious, Bill put in his earwig and scrubbed through the recording. He wanted to check out Barnes’s story. He went back too far, though, landing on his conversation with Deb and Steve about their daughters.

“Where’d you get these?” Deb had asked. “My daughter stole these, didn’t she?”

“Wait,” Steve said, “Anastasia smokes?”

Bill hated what came next. He didn’t know when he’d started lying. It always felt justified at the time. They were white lies, for the most part. Always to protect, never harm.

The drinking, he thought. That’s when the lies had really started. No. Janice.

“Steve. Hey, Steve.”

“Hmmm.”

“You’d asked about Sarah skipping school. Truth is, I caught her. She’s smoking, buddy, I’m sorry.”

Steve stared at him for a long time after that. Bill could see his friend’s face get hot.

I deserve it, Bill thought, kind of hoping for his friend to yell at him.

Steve just shook his head and looked away. “They’re killing me, Bill. The kids. First JJ and his fight, and now this.”

“I’m sorry, man, I should’ve told you.”

Steve shook his head again. “JJ’s the easy one. Which is odd considering he’s the one in counseling. I get him, though. I get where his anger’s from, and he and his friend have already made up. Sarah I just don’t get. I mean, all she cares about is getting a phone. I don’t think it’s a good idea, and she treats me like shit for it. Now I found she’s cutting class and smoking, for chrissakes. As if that’s not what killed her mom.”

Bill frowned. They’d always both wanted Janice growing up. Bill had dated her for a while in high school, but then she and Steve went to the same college. That year, she got pregnant. Steve had won out. Janice dropped out. She raised little Sarah while Steve got the degree that got the job to keep the family fed.

It was times like this that reminded Bill it didn’t matter how much education a person got; it came down to chemistry and understanding. And Bill had always understood Janice. He had been friends with her long enough; he knew how she would have handled this thing with Sarah. It amazed him Steve didn’t know.

“Just get her the phone,” he said.

Steve shot him a look. “Serious?”

“Look, you can’t just put a book on their head. You got to let them do what they’re going to do, and all you can really do is guide them.”

“Yeah.” Steve suddenly brightened. “Hey, you want to adopt two kids?”

“Hah! No.”

The cabbie signaled to turn into Steve’s place.

“And just you wait,” Bill said.

“For what?”

“For some hormone-hound, some douchebag guy, come sniffing around your place.”

“Hah!”

Once the cabbie left, Bill and Steve stood in the driveway, with Bill halfway in his jeep. He could feel himself starting to sober up.

“Hey, want to take a ride?”

Steve crossed his arms, shivering against the cold. “Nah, I’m turning in. I think I need to sleep this night off, collect my thoughts in the morning.”

“Come on, man, it’s important. It’s something we got to do. It’ll make you feel better.”

“Rain check?”

Bill’s door creaked as he leaned against the jeep. “You’re mad at me.”

Steve shrugged. “Maybe. I don’t know.”

“Fine, sleep. But at least let me make it up to you.”

“How’s that?”

Bill grinned. “You still got all that leftover white paint?”
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That same night, JJ and Mini Mark lay in their sleeping bags on the Dick’s floor, faces lit by Tethers.

JJ kept an eye on the Dick lying in his bed. They had shaken hands, apologized, and all the other stupid crap their principal and parents had made them do. The Dick had been super nice ever since—except for the past few hours where he’d been awfully secretive, all tucked in, playing on his Tether.

Kids at school were still rapping the auto-tune song, “JJ Gregory Needs Help,” so it wasn’t as if JJ could easily trust the Dick whenever the shifty weasel was doing anything on his phone. Especially under the covers.

What JJ found most disturbing was that whenever he tried to spy on the Dick’s activities using The
Enormous TV, the Dick wasn’t doing anything suspicious. Whenever JJ looked, his “friend” just happened to be surfing Miley Cyrus or Chuck Norris memes. And an older one of Keanu Reeves. As if the Dick somehow knew JJ was watching. As if he, too, owned some special app.

Some sort of antispyware app, JJ thought, and he typed the keyword in. Nope, no such app. At least not in his Needful Things store.

“Check it out,” Mini Mark said, leaning over JJ’s sleeping bag with his phone. He showed JJ a bit more of his world, Buttcrack Rock.

“Hey, are you changing the letters on the hill?” JJ asked, pointing.

Mark shook his head. “It just changes, man. They’re updating it all the time to match.”

“Really, that fast?”

“Real time, baby. Oh, hey, you know the First Step?”

“Yeah.”

“I found our library in the game, standing right where it stands now, and there was this book, like a town history or something.”

“You read books?”

Mini Mark pushed up his glasses. “Jerk.”

JJ chuckled.

“Laugh now, but I’m the one who told you Mrs. Campbell lets you get away with book reports on IT.”

“True. Jerk.”

“Heh.” Mark pushed up his glasses again and thumbed around his world, flying over a varied terrain of trees and rocky slopes above the verdant Burnt Valley. “I guess when the founders were digging one of the graves, that’s when they found the cracks. This guy fell through, and they never found his body, no matter how deep they looked. They got lowered down on ropes. Anyway, instead of moving the whole graveyard, they just sealed up the hole. With dead bodies. Indians.”

“Sweet,” JJ said, gunning down terrorists on his own phone. He selected his RPG and blew up a spider hole.

“The book said the Ebumnanyth killed Harcum’s wife, so he had them slaughtered and dumped in this hole. You know, to plug it up. Or ‘put a cork in it,’ is how it’s written in the book. There were some unmarked graves for a few Indians in the woods, too. Apparently, they were buried with diamonds.”

“Wait, what?”

“They used to use them for arrowheads. Spearheads. You know, to kill innocent babies?”

“Yeah, but why bury those, too? Wouldn’t you take them? Go buy a goat or potato? Another rope?”

“Who cares? Look.” Mini Mark’s character mined a hole in the ground and popped out into a huge digital underground chamber. “That guy they lost to the crack?” Mark placed a torch in the immense darkness, revealing a little patch of the cavern floor. A skull and pile of bones floated an inch above the rock, just hovering there, white in all that black.

“Creepy,” JJ said. “Any ghosts?”

Mark’s character traversed the darkness, planting torches as he went. Shadows receded, chamber by chamber, but JJ didn’t see any ghosts.

“I explored deeper than this. Like, I went into the mine and into the cracks and I found some crazy shit, like cave paintings and stuff. You know, Indian shit. Stick-figure wars. Them dancing around weird spirits and stuff. It’s crazy; they’re Indians, yet somehow they got deeper down than we could ever go. But I finally got there, man, and then . . .”

Mark glanced at the Dick, who hadn’t really moved or paid any attention to them at all from his bed. “This.” Mini Mark held out his hand.

“Wow.” JJ’s eyes glittered. “You got these from the game?”

“Kind of sort of,” Mark said. “I dug ’em up and put ’em in one of my chests. In the game, I mean. Then they were there the next day in my sock drawer. In the real world.” He tucked the sparkling gems back into his sweats. “I think there used to be lava or something down there, but it’s all dark now. It’s all just dark tubes. It’s like Satan’s Butthole down there—I planted a sign.” Mini Mark smiled. Then he started to shift in his sleeping bag. “BRB, gotta take a slash.”

While Mark slunk for the bathroom, trying not to wake the Dick’s dad, the Dick rolled over in bed. “Psst. Hey, JJ. Think he’ll be, uh . . . heh, think he’ll be pissed?”

In groups of three, there was always an odd man out. And the Dick was never the odd. He decided who was in and who was out. So for a brief second, as the Dick revealed what he’d been doing on his phone, JJ felt relieved to be an even man. Until he saw what the Dick had been doing.

“It’s the Griefer app. I used it to hack Mark’s game. See all this dynamite?” He pointed out the explosive bricks he had planted all around Buttcrack Rock. “I’m gonna blow the crap out of his little, uh, crap hole town here.”

JJ thought of the diamonds Mark had just shown him. He thought of the PCo data center. He’d seen Mini Mark building it right there on his phone, only for it to materialize here in the real world.

Now the Dick was planting TNT all over the town, creating this giant web with a fuse.

“The school. The library. The church and the cemetery; your mother’s grave. Marvin’s junkyard, the new data center. Oh, and all over my own house, too, right above our heads right now. This whole suburb, basically. Yours and Mini Mark’s houses out in the sticks; Meg Disney’s, too, the letters on the hill. Heh, kiss your butt goodbye, Buttcrack Rock.”

The Dick thumbed his touchscreen, each stroke striking the flint against the steel, shedding sparks inches from a red box with three capital letters on it.

“Let me see,” JJ said from the floor.

“Okay, sure.”

JJ reached for the phone, but then the Dick yanked it back.

“Psych!”

Standing up from his sleeping bag, JJ reached out again. “Come on, I just want to see it.”

The Dick shrank against the wall. “What, so you can undo my hard work?”

“No, I want to add a couple more blocks.”

“Just tell me where.”

“I don’t know where, I just want to see it.”

“Nah.” The Dick sneered and struck sparks.

“He’s going to be pissed,” JJ said.

“So? He’s a git.”

JJ swiped for the phone, but the Dick planted a stinky foot in his chest and pushed him back.

“Whoa there, don’t go making me roshambo you squah in the nuts, mate. I’m just starting to like you again.”

JJ wiped sweat out of his eyes. “Just . . . take the ones off the house, okay? I don’t care if you blow everything else up, just take the ones off your house.”

“Aw, JJ. Run along. Go play swords with your little pee-pal, ’kay? He can cry on your shoulder and you can braid his hair while he pukes.”

“Just take them off, all right? Just take them off the house!”

“Sorry,” the Dick said, and he struck his thumb across flint and steel. The explosion shook his phone, vibrated it. He held it up so JJ could see the line of explosions, webbing outward from the school . . .

<Buh-boom!>

<Boom!>

<Boom!>

. . . toward the Dick’s house.

JJ grabbed for the phone, and this time the Dick didn’t fight him.

“You can’t stop it!” he said as JJ opened the menu of building materials, looking for a bucket of water or anything to put it out.

There was nothing but demolition tools. And this Doomsday Device, a giant bomb with a reaper painted on it; just one of the many tools, one that could end the entire world. That’s what it said in the little help window, anyway.

The pickaxe, JJ thought, grabbing the tool. He flew ahead of the explosions, trying to chop out TNT blocks, but the destruction was spreading too fast in too many directions.

His house.

This house.

The school and his mother’s grave.

Gripping the phone, JJ flew to the second-story window, looking for bursts in the night. He saw only his own face in the reflection, with the Dick in the background.

JJ threw open the sash, listening, watching, breath steaming in the night. He scanned the first-story roof of the Dick’s house, looking for the red explosives. He turned on the Tether’s flashlight.

Nothing.

“Don’t pee yourself,” the Dick laughed. “It’s just a game.”

Indeed, the blasts coming from the phone grew into the distance, then faded away. JJ looked at the Tether: the data center, now just a gaping chasm in the ground; the Dick’s house, just a smoking skeleton. Yet the real town was fine.

JJ was fine.

Alive.

At least he thought.

“And look at this,” the Dick said, grabbing the phone. He zoomed in on Marv’s junkyard.

Way out there in the junk, with cubed cars stacked all around, were billions of coins someone had cached, all blown up and running into a deep crack like sand.

There was a cry from down the hall. Mini Mark came stumbling into the room, pulling up his sweatpants, tripping over their loose, wadded legs.

“You bastards!” he said while the Dick rolled around on the bed, eyes bulging, laughing so hard he couldn’t breathe.

“JJ, look!” the Dick said. In his rush, Mini Mark had taken a slash right across the front of his own sweatpants. Mark blushed.

“I told him not to do it,” JJ said.

“Screw you.”

“Hey, screw you. I told him not to!”

Mark wasn’t listening. He turned around and stomped downstairs.

“Oh my God, he’s calling his mom,” the Dick said, then quieted down to listen to Mark talking on the phone. “Oh my God, what a buttcrack! Hey, JJ, wanna help me build a giant buttcrack in his town? A giant butthole, too?”

Something in the hallway glittered on the floor. JJ bent to snatch it up. A gem, fallen from Mini Mark’s sweatpants. Only this one had the luster and feel of, not diamond, but plastic.

WTF?



* * *



Sarah lay on Anastasia Disney’s floor, listening to her friend sleep. Her phone dinged, and she opened the clamshell. She had texted her bank account to see how much money she had. Not even five hundred dollars.

<Go to hell> she texted back.

The bank said it didn’t understand her request.

No job, no money. She would never get a car. She had been saving up for a Tether, too, and she probably had enough to get one now, but after that she wouldn’t have a penny to her name.

Sarah scratched at her shoulder where she’d stuck the nicotine patch Anastasia had given her. Sarah’s nails accidentally scraped up a corner. It wouldn’t lie back down.

She tore the thing off, wadded it up, and flicked it beneath Anastasia’s bed. It hadn’t worked anyway.

God, she thought, realizing something. It wasn’t bad enough she’d lost her job. Now she’d have to tell her dad about it, too.



* * *



Later that night, JJ was lying in wait for the Dick to snore before getting up. He’d even put his Tether away and pretended to whir lightly himself, snug in his sleeping bag. The Dick was a silent sleeper tonight.

JJ thought again about the spyware the Dick must’ve installed. The Enormous TV could tune into everything up until now. Well, almost everything.

Sometimes it couldn’t hear it all, and sometimes reception stunk, but a picture always came in with a little fine-tuning of all those sliders in the deeper settings.

The TV saw everything.

Except his dad.

And Barksdale.

And Sarah, still, because she didn’t own a phone.

Not a Tether, at least.

Yet now the Dick had fooled the TV, too.

He knows, JJ thought. Knows I’m awake. Somehow . . .

The Dick wasn’t a light sleeper—he wasn’t sleeping.

JJ’s eyes snapped open when the Dick started to snore. Then, when the Dick started to really embarrass himself, JJ’s Tether lit up. He took a picture, and the Dick didn’t even stir.

Hilarious.



* * *



JJ’s breath steamed in the night, and he huddled in his jacket. He didn’t care about the cold, honestly. He was glad to be out of the Dick’s house, breathing fresh air instead of recycling whatever came out of the Dick’s mewling lungs.

He’d thought about walking home, but decided against it. If his dad knew he and the Dick were still fighting, who knew what other stupid crap he’d make JJ do?

Lick the Dick’s boot?

Kiss his ring?

Screw that.

JJ would slowly pull away from his so-called friends’ table, then, from both the Dick and Mini Mark. Pull away and see if they care.

He just couldn’t believe it. At least JJ had tried to help Mark. At least he’d stood up to the Dick on Mark’s behalf. And what had Mini Mark done to stick up for JJ when the Dick had made that auto-tune song? Nothing but laugh. Apologetically, but who cared? So Mark was nervous, so what? He didn’t have to laugh. But they’d all laughed, hadn’t they?

JJ hated his friends. Hated his entire school. He had watched enough of their lives on The Enormous TV. He knew how selfish, petty, and shallow they all were, how insecure and willing to victimize each other just to be part of the herd. How some of them kicked their pets. And some boys still scorched insects under magnified sun, or raped their sisters. These kids, they complained at home when they didn’t get their way. When they didn’t get to use the bathroom first, or when their little brother stole the charger for their phone.

Obsessed with their own first-world problems while kids starved or had to run away from irradiated homes. Homes JJ himself had destroyed in the war game.

He’d seen them. On the news. Homes he’d laid waste to in Drones. At first he thought he was hallucinating, but nope. There they were.

Then Mark with those diamonds. They’d looked real. They’d turned out to be fake, but that only left JJ with a question.

Were the homes on the news really what was fake?

Which had come first? The news or the video game?

He couldn’t remember.

If the diamonds were fake, he thought, pulling his coat tighter in the cold. What else is in this world is? He took out his phone.

Before JJ could turn it on, something golden caught his eye. A giant golden arrow floating above the ground, right there in the road. Right above the painted yellow line. It arced, leaving tracers, indicating a sharp turn with a guardrail at the base of some giant trees. As if indicating where JJ should go.

He blinked.

The golden arrow slowed down and separated into five individual arrows, mounted to the guardrail. Not a mission arrow at all, just road signs.

JJ followed the sharp turn anyway: the arrows pointed toward Meg Disney’s house.

A short walk down the dark road in the woods reminded JJ of the dangers of being alone at night. Especially in the forest at the edge of Meg’s house. The same forest where they’d found Vedder’s pet cemetery, a housecat named “Whiskers.” The undergrowth misted on the edge of the road. The woods moved. Rustled.

With his phone, JJ held back the dark.

Meg’s front porch light was on, spotlighting their sub-developed house. It looked exactly like the house next door to it, and the one next door to that. The only visible personality was in the color of the trim.

JJ reached into his phone and turned on The Enormous TV. Hmm. Meg’s house was dark. Everyone asleep? Yep, he could hear snoring. Not Meg’s, thankfully, but her parents’ snoring down the hall. Her mother, Deb, especially.

JJ knew, because he’d seen Sarah do this, that the Disneys didn’t keep the side door locked on the attached garage. The door stood behind a locked gate, which was probably why. It was where they took out their trash and recycling.

They were still stupid to leave it unlocked, because all JJ had to do was climb into the densely packed woods along the creek, over a shorter chain-link fence. It made a lot of noise, all those limbs scratching against his jacket, but nothing except the garage sat on this side of the lot. Who would hear, except the woods? JJ would find himself on the sidewalk in less than five minutes.

He punched his own hole into the tight underbrush. It clawed at him, held him back. He stubbed his knee on a shorter shrub, broken off at the trunk.

The growth was thicker here along the Disneys’ fence. He’d forgotten that. It pushed him farther back toward the creek until he was stumbling along near the bank.

His breath caught when the woods moved again.

He lifted his phone as a flashlight.

There on the other side of the scraggly limbs, he saw the mist of the far bank. And a man standing there.

The Slender Man, all tall in his suit.

JJ could barely see him, except for the white collar and white pocket square, and wherever he was silhouetted by the mist: his shoulders, a sliver of his black hat brim and face.

Just standing there.

Old black handset pressed to his ear.

This man—he was the same man from the PCo assembly. JJ remembered the flashing lights, seeing this Slender Man standing there on the basketball court, giving his presentation, nine feet tall. Then he’d disappeared when the lights came back on and it was just that guy Graham. Same suit.

Same pocket square.

JJ’s breath steamed, obscuring the light, and he realized . . . the Slender Man wasn’t exhaling any breath. JJ would have seen it.

The man raised a finger to his lips, and then JJ ducked when someone stepped through the side door of the Disney’s garage.

Shutting off the flashlight widget, JJ looked back to the other bank, but there was only mist coming off the creek. The white collar, cuffs, and pale face faded away, and he realized the Slender Man had just been the water reflecting his cell phone light all along.

He heard the sound of a lighter and saw that it was his sister, Sarah, who had come out of the Disneys’ garage. His sister, smoking a cigarette.

JJ turtled his head inside his coat, careful not to make too much noise. He brought his phone inside, too, but left the lens sticking out between buttons. From there, hiding the Tether’s light in his jacket, he started to record.

The Tether highlighted his grin. He hadn’t been able to spy on Sarah with The Enormous TV. This was way better than he could have imagined.

His smile flagged when she buried her face in her hand and started to cry. JJ thought about turning off the camera. He didn’t want to see this. He knew she cried, she was a girl, but he rarely saw it happen, ignored it whenever it did. Her sobbing brought up memories. Bad ones.

Thankfully, it didn’t last long.

Sarah crushed the cigarette against the sidewalk, then tossed the butt into the woods. JJ waited for a few minutes after she’d gone back inside. He pushed through the last of the underbrush and climbed the little chain-link fence to the sidewalk where she had stood. Sarah’s smoke seemed to settle on his jacket.

Meg’s cat, who looked very much like Grumpy Cat, frowned at him before darting through a little pet door into the garage.

JJ reached for the garage door, but stopped. He’d never noticed this: a yellow diamond on the white, windowless door. Security? he thought.

His phone chimed. Apparently, PCo had just released a new app into JJ’s store.

A scrambler.

For alarms.

All he had to do was hold the phone up till it recognized the company sign, and then it ran brand-specific codes like a universal remote until it found the right key.

<Ding!>

JJ reached out, twisted the doorknob, and laughed. Even after all the effort of installing an alarm, the Disneys still hadn’t taken the time to check all their locks. Idiots, JJ thought.

Inside the garage, the door to the house was locked.

“Damn.”

There wasn’t an app for that.

He browsed the Needful Things store anyway, trying to decide why he’d come here in the first place. It hadn’t just been the arrows, pointing him this way.

His mission was innocent enough. He only wanted to get inside Meg’s house. Look around, maybe check their cupboards and eat a snack. Pick up any coins lying around and maybe switch Meg’s conditioner with that chemical stuff ladies use to remove hair from their legs—that was it.

It wasn’t as if she didn’t deserve it. Meg had laughed, too, that day. JJ remembered. The sound had reminded him of her showers, the shrill singing.

In the app store, he found an icon of a LOLcat, some app called <More Than 1 Way>. JJ hated LOLcats. This one, thankfully, had been skinned alive.

Whiskers, he thought, reading the cat’s ID tag. Hmm.

He downloaded the app.

Much like The Enormous TV, it worked similarly to a spy app. Except instead of people, JJ could look up any cat in town; there was even a section for dogs. The pets in the list must have been microchipped. And/or databased. That made sense. How else could the app find them all?

JJ looked up Meg Disney’s cat, because of course that prized hog would be chipped.

Apparently, the cat had escaped through yet another pet door, into the laundry room of the house. Leg in the air, it looked pretty upset about licking itself.

Meg really did love that cat. She hung pictures of it in her locker. Posted pictures of it on Follow, dressed in a Santa suit or bonnet. Everyone called it “Grumpier Cat.”

JJ selected a knife from an array of flaying tools and dragged it toward the beloved pet. He listened carefully through the door as he took his first poke.

A screech.

A meow.

He had expected to hear something.

But only the cat on his phone made noise.

He pressed his ear against the door and poked again. As before, only the cat onscreen yowled and dashed around madly, clawing up the couch while JJ chased it with the knife. As if, in real life, nothing was happening on the other side of that door.

After all, Mark’s diamonds weren’t real, the town hadn’t blown up. And Meg Disney had laughed and laughed.



* * *



JJ made it back to the tree in the Dick’s yard and started to climb for a window on the second-story.

He froze when he saw headlights.

The Dick’s mom.

Home from the bar.

Or wherever else.

JJ moved faster, scaling the tree, climbing out on the limb to the roof. He straddled it like he was riding a horse, and its skeletal branches knocked against the shingles with every scoot. Moss stained his crotch.

Too much noise, too much.

JJ froze, and the headlights swept past him. Just the car turning that last corner into the drive. Pretty soon it would park and the engine would cut off, and it would no longer cover JJ’s activities.

He scooted faster, damn the noise!

His jacket caught.

Crap, crap, crap!

He pulled it, ripped it, but then in the driveway the car shut off and JJ fell completely still, hugging his body to the limb. Mrs. Clement stumbled out of her car, a little LED blinking in her ear. She slammed her purse in the door and tugged on it several times before realizing she’d have to open the door to get it out. So she did that, but ended up slamming the door on the seat belt instead. She waved it away, leaving the strap dangling out the door as she stumbled inside.

The second the front door shut, JJ scooted forward, jacket free. He was climbing into the Dick’s window when the bedroom light flicked on.

“What the hell?” Mrs. Clement had been peeking in on them through the door. She’d caught JJ halfway out. “What the hell were you doing?”

The Dick stirred in bed and woke up. “Mom?”

“Well?” she asked, crossing her arms at JJ, shifting from foot to foot.

He didn’t know what to tell her. He certainly couldn’t tell her about the prowling, or Grumpier Cat.

“Mum, I’m so sorry,” the Dick said. “That’s where we go pee sometimes.”

“On the roof?”

The Dick looked ready to cry. “I’m so sorry, Mum.”

“In the gutter,” JJ said, playing along. They did actually piss in the gutter sometimes. More fun than walking to the bathroom. Although why the Dick was covering for him, JJ would never know. And why the Dick was ready to cry was the bigger mystery.

JJ waited for Mrs. Clement to start yelling. She didn’t, though. She stared out the window, distracted by something, still shifting from foot to foot.

“Just right out here?” she said, moving to the window.

“I’m sorry,” JJ said. “I didn’t . . .”

Mrs. Clement climbed out.

Both he and the Dick went to the window.

Out there in the dark, pants down, Mrs. Clement was squatting and swaying dangerously over the rain gutter. Her earwig blinked yellow in the dark.
  


Hangups
 

 


“Life’s too short to entertain people with

serious hang-ups.”

<QOTD sapnasharma99>

 


“We don’t need you to type at all. We know where you are. We know where you’ve been. We can more or less know what you’re thinking about.”

—Eric Schmidt, CEO of Google

 

  


 CHAPTER 15
 

 


Saturday morning, Steve woke to his old clamshell dinging. A text from Bill.

<Check the MT>

Sighing, Steve rolled over and lifted the curtain next to his bed. Bright. Too bright. He couldn’t see anything except a green and golden blur without his contacts. He got up and fed Barksdale, glad the kids were staying with friends. He loved them dearly, but didn’t particularly care to see their faces right now.

Folgers in my cup, he thought, taking a bitter mug of coffee outside to the deck.

Steve was trying to forget last night. He couldn’t stop, though. Bill had known. He’d known for a week and had said nothing. And now Steve would have to sit down with Sarah for some talk.

He remembered how their last big talk had gone. Fact was, he and his daughter had a history of crappy big talks.

The first one, the birds and the bees, Janice had been there to help, thankfully. Sarah had been pretty young and, being the English teacher that he was, Steve had extended the birds and bees metaphor a little too far. If it weren’t for Janice, Sarah would’ve come away thinking babies were delivered via pollen-filled stings.

Their last talk came around the time Sarah got her license. He’d had to break it to her that they couldn’t afford a car, and it turned into this huge fight. She basically told him she wished he’d died instead.

Damn you, Bill.

He thought it, even though he knew it wasn’t Bill’s fault. It was his own damn fault. Still. Bill should have said something.

Out on the deck, Steve caught a glimpse of his car in the carport, the taped-over taillight.

Thank you, Bill. I guess.

He looked up toward the cell tower on the mountain. He saw the giant white letters and nearly sprayed out his coffee.

Instead of “PCo,” it now said, “PCo GTFO.”



* * *



After breakfast by himself, Steve headed over to Mars’ Greenhouse Gas Terraformer, Autowreckers, and Scrap Metal Yard (Or Anything Else You Don’t Want).

Bill texted him again.

<So . . . Whatchya doin?>

<Taillight> Steve managed to text back. In emails, he was verbose; or long-winded, as some people at the school might say. In texts, he cut right to the point.

<Martian’s?> Bill fired back.

<Y> Steve typed.

<Because?> Bill responded.

Steve laughed. <Y is for yes dummy>

<Haha I knew that>

Steve went to put his phone away, but it dinged again.

<Tell me if Marv does anything suspicious. K?>

<K> Steve typed back, frowning. He knew Bill suspected Marvin’s involvement in the tour bus incident at HMS—Bill had told him as much. But what the hell did that mean, suspicious?

“I see you there, Marvin,” Steve said, putting away his phone.

The Martian jumped, hitting his head on an overhead rack of hubcaps, which rattled against their clothes hangers.

Marvin had been tailing him since Steve had entered the junkyard, watching him from under the brim of his CIA hat. Whenever Steve looked up, Marvin would stop walking and pretend to be combing through a pile of old fenders or rims or bloodstained old car seats—anything within easy reach.

Typical Marv. He didn’t even blend in. His tie-dyed shirt was way too bright.

“Where are the taillights again?” Steve asked.

Marvin, looking up from a tangle of exhaust pipes, said, “What? Oh.” He waved Steve toward the part of the salvage yard where whole cars sat in rows.

Steve hated this part of the yard. He couldn’t help but wonder how all these vehicles had gotten smashed in, and what had happened to their drivers?

He’d seen a car in here once, broadsided, the half-melted car seat still trapped inside. They hadn’t been able to pull it out—it had become too much a part of the wreck.

Steve spotted his make and model in the salvage yard and headed that way.

The car’s front end practically sat in the driver’s seat, completely smashed, but the rear end looked better than Steve’s. He popped the trunk and looked inside where the taillight assembly attached.

“Hey, Marv, you got a wrench or . . .?”

“Yeah.”

All around the junkyard, Marvin kept tool chests full of old rusty tools. This time, it was right under Steve’s nose. Marvin nudged him to one side and dug into the car’s trunk. He found an adjustable wrench under the floorboard and went to work, removing the taillight.

“Yeowch!” he cried, banging his elbow on the hinge.

“Here,” Steve said, “let me—”

Marvin elbowed him out of the way. “I got this. These things are tricky, that’s all. You’ve got to know the trick.”

“I would’ve had it out by now,” Steve muttered as Marvin went back to work, cursing and banging around in the trunk, all elbows. All he had to do was loosen three bolts.

“Hold these?” Marv said, finally thrusting out a cracked, grease-stained hand cupping some nuts. One rolled off his palm. “Well, man? Don’t you want ’em?”

“Yes, damn it. Would you stop?” Steve took the two remaining fasteners in Marvin’s palm before the Martian could drop those, too, then crouched to find the third one. He scanned the tiny metal scraps in the dead weeds and grass, the bits of colored plastic and shattered glass, cursing the Martian.

“Almost done,” Marv said once Steve finally stood up.

“Thank God.”

Nearly six minutes later, Marvin pulled out the entire taillight assembly, but forgot it was plugged in. The thing was yanked from his grip and it banged against the bumper with a crash.

Steve nearly tapped his foot waiting for the Martian to figure out how the little clip held the cord in.

<Well?> Bill texted. By the time Steve pulled out his phone, Bill had added <He do anything weird?>

<He hasn’t STOPPED> Steve replied, then put away his phone.

Marvin rose up from the trunk. “This it?” he asked, holding the assembly up by its severed cord. He never had figured out the clip.

“Actually,” Steve said, “have you heard about this particular model slipping out of gear or anything? Like the parking brake failing for absolutely no reason?”

Marvin scratched his bushy red beard and lowered the taillight. “This car here?”

“Yeah.”

Steve knew Marvin had a ton of knowledge. He remembered this one guy, Don Reese, who’d had this old refrigerator. The company repairman had told him the ice machine couldn’t be fixed, so Don took the fridge to the dump and paid all this money for a new one. A week later Don saw Marvin at the store. Apparently, the Martian, against all odds, had fixed the ice machine. The fridge worked fine. It just needed this one little part.

Marvin studied the smashed-up car. “It’s new enough. Yours got any kind of onboard navigation?”

“No.”

“Hmm. You know what, man, even still. You ever heard of OBD-III?”

“Yeah, the EPA thing. Something to do with emissions, right? It detects any kind of malfunction in the emission system or something? I don’t see how this could’ve been related to emissions, though, Marv.”

“That’s what they say, man; it’s just there to monitor emissions.” He put air quotes around the word. “But they got satellites and roadside scanners mining all sorts of information from your car all the time. It’s telemetry, man. They’re spying on basically every system in your car. They know where you’ve been, what time you were there, how fast you went, right down to every time you applied the brakes, man. They can even tell if you have a passenger with you ’cause of the airbag detection in the seat.”

Steve thought back to the diagnostic app on JJ’s phone, how it could read error codes from the car—any car. Bill’s cruiser, even.

“But it’s not just for spying.” Marvin leaned in close. He glanced around, then continued in a whisper. “They can control your car. They can shut it down if they really want to. You know, from, like, satellites in space? Oh, sure, they say it’s to stop criminals, but all cars after a certain age can be remote-controlled, man, it’s wild.”

“Right,” Steve said, wondering why he even bothered. “So it was the government that broke my taillight. Makes sense.”

“Man, you know as well as I do the government is just a puppet for the company, man, you know that.” Marvin punctuated each you with a finger jab at Steve’s face.

“Oh, yeah, of course.”

“I mean why do you think there aren’t as many regulations around what kind of personal data companies can collect from you? Government is just a way for companies to legally justify doing shit, man, how many times I gotta keep telling you that?”

Steve reached for his taillight. “Well, Marv, thank you. This ought to do it.”

Marvin nodded, and Steve waited for the Martian to lead him back to the register. Marvin just stood there, though, waiting too.

“What do you think it means?” the Martian finally asked.

“What, the end of privacy? The death of our Constitution? I don’t know, Marv, you’re the expert.”

“No, man, the letters. GTFO.”

Steve laughed. “Oh, that? Get the fuck out.”

Marvin stared at the letters on the hill, nodding, extremely deep in thought. Steve looked up, too, wondering what the Martian was thinking.

The tower dragged his eyes higher up the hill. Man, the thing was so close to the dump Steve could feel it humming.

“I assumed it was . . .” Marvin narrowed his eyes at the letters. “Golf Tango Foxtrot Ocean. Or something.” He turned back to Steve, but his eyes had started to tick back and forth, as if he were constantly looking over both shoulders. “So, hey. You don’t have one, do you? A Tether?”

Steve pulled out his phone, his crappy old clamshell. “The school tried to force one on me. I never activated it, though. It just sits in the desk in my office.” He smiled and said, “This phone just makes calls.”

“Can I see the battery real quick? I want to show you something.” Marvin held out his grimy hand, the nails gnawed to the nub.

Steve frowned but popped out the battery anyway. Damn you, Bill. Again. He wanted to go home. But here he was, doing favors.

Marvin snatched up Steve’s battery and grinned. “Great, man, great. Follow me.”

Finally, Steve thought. But then they passed right by the old coffee stand where Marvin kept his till.

“Hey, where are you going?”

“Got something to show you,” Marv said.

“I thought you meant show me something about my phone.”

“Oh, man, you’ll see.”

“Marvin . . .”

“Come on!” Birkenstocks flapping, the Martian went winding down a maze of what looked like copper and lead pipes and stacked crates full of lead slugs, lead balls, lead fishing weights, and old discarded cans of lead-based paint, plus all sorts of aluminum: crumpled-up balls of tinfoil, pop cans, beer cans, bike frames.

“Marvin! I just want to pay and get my battery back, come on!”

“Yes, pay! Pay here! Follow me!” He kept going, shaking the taillight assembly over his head as if it were bait.

Cursing, Steve went deeper into the maze, turning this way and that. The stacks of pipe crates grew higher, taller than he was, casting shadows over him.

Marvin disappeared around a corner, and Steve heard him stacking something heavy. He rounded the corner. There, near a big pile of pipes, Marvin was lugging a bunch of the lead- and copper-filled crates from one wall of the maze to another. He revealed an old lead-lined door sheeted in tinfoil. It was spray-painted in red, “SoS.”

“Come on,” he said, that wild grin still opening a secret cave in his beard.

Steve peeked into the room beyond the Martian. Metal grates supported by rebar and wooden struts held hundreds of lead-acid batteries in place. Taken from cars, riding lawnmowers, and whatever else, the batteries stacked up to form the walls, ceiling, and even the floor of the space.

“They can’t hear you in here,” he said. “It’s my Dead Zone, my Shack of Silence. A complete radiation shield—”

“Marvin . . .”

“No, man, come on. I’ll give back your things and you can be on your way, I promise. You’ll like this.”

Steve had to admit he was curious. And there was that favor he’d promised. Sighing, he stepped into the room and Marvin shut the lead door behind them.

“Look,” he said, striding over to the largest wall in the shed where he’d hung a giant corkboard. “It’s all right here, man, look. OBD-III, everything.”

Steve almost couldn’t believe what he was looking at. Marvin had constructed his own conspiracy web, complete with color-coded strings connecting various pictures, newspaper clippings, and weird random objects—some of which he’d taken straight from the dump.

“What’s that?” Steve said, pointing at a blue, red-splotched bandana.

“Tupac Shakur’s do-rag, day he was killed.” Marvin put air quotes around “killed.” He loved his air quotes.

“Hokay,” Steve said, turning around. “Bye, Marv.”

“No, please. Look. The PCo, the candidates, the war—look, they’re all connected.” He was doing this weird gangly yet graceful dance from one end of the web to the next, pointing at things here and there. His finger tapped a clipping about the USconn mass suicide, then he flicked a snippet on the mud-slinging at Harcum Cemetery, followed by the picture of Colonel Sanders for some reason. The Martian even had Das Verlag, the book publisher, on the board.

It, the PCo, the war, the corpses taken from Harcum Cemetery, Tupac’s do-rag: somehow, some way, it all stemmed back to a single day five years ago, to a yearbook picture of Marvin’s son.

“Oh, Marv,” Steve said, taking a step forward. The picture of Chuck Jones was at the nexus, at the navel, where the two hemispheres of the web narrowed to a single point.

That Day.

Everything before it, and everything after, fanned out. But That Day was the linchpin of the timeline.

Steve had always felt sorry for Marvin Jones. Marv had taken the loss hard, and now Steve had dug up the seed of the man’s obsession. Chuck. That beautiful little smiling face with the lazy eye and the shock of red hair and freckles.

The Martian had always thought the company was behind the shooting. “Gun Hitlers,” he’d called them. Gun grabbers, looking to disarm us all. So, of course, he’d included PCo in that pantheon of evil corps that somehow contributed to the death of his son.

“Can I take a picture of this?” Steve said, digging out his phone only to remember that Marvin had taken his battery. Damn it. He studied the web, trying to memorize as much of it as he could for Bill.

This.

This was motive enough to do something bad.

Marvin went to the left hemisphere of the web, to the past, everything before That Day. He went to a little patch of pig leather with images burnt into the hide. “The Ebumnanyth knew,” he said, tracing the pictographs of natives dancing around, not a fire, but a hole in the air. “That’s why they built their data center here. Because of the ley lines. Because of the cracks.”

Steve, studying the map of ley lines, said, “So what’re you going to do about all this, Marv? Are you going to pay them back?”

When Marvin didn’t answer, Steve turned to face him.

“Look,” the Martian said. He’d taken off his CIA hat, unleashing the unruly mane of red hair matted around his bald spot. He showed Steve the tinfoil lining the hat. “Creates a sort of Faraday cage around your head. Got two more if you want one. An ATF one and an FBI one. I also got a tinfoil yarmulke and a wig, your pick.”

“Seriously, Marv?”

“Hah! No. I’m kidding. I do have the hats, though.”

Steve held up his hand. “I think I’m good, thanks.”

“Man, I’ve said too much,” Marv said, pulling his cap back on. “I should’ve known.”

“I’m not going to say anything,” Steve said.

“Man, you don’t have to. Don’t you get it? I’m such an idiot. As soon as you go back out there . . .” He pointed beyond the walls of batteries and the lead door, all that lead, copper, and aluminum in crates and pipe. “You’re theirs again. They can beam whatever they want straight out of your head. You know what, man, here’s your battery back. Just take your part and GTFO, okay?”

So Steve did.

He immediately texted Bill.

On his way out, Steve passed a moving van packed with fifty-gallon drums but didn’t realize what he was looking at. He wouldn’t until later.
  


 CHAPTER 16
 

 


“I’m sick of all your smileys,” Anastasia Disney said that Sunday. “Like, since last week.”

The whole next day at school, Sarah thought about how stupid Anastasia was for saying that, and how mean. And yet Anastasia had given Sarah more nicotine patches. Why? Why be mean only to be the nicest person on Earth?

It made no sense.

At least when Anastasia was mean, Sarah understood her. Sarah had gotten her in trouble; Anastasia had every right. But a nice Anastasia Disney was a mystery.

Sarah got good use out of the patches that day at school. The little medicated squares got her through pre-calc and kept her mind off her stupid phone with smileys from last week.

The balance of Sarah’s bank account, because she’d checked, had actually gone down, even though she hadn’t spent a penny since losing her job. It took her a second to realize the monthly fee had been deducted. The nicotine kind of helped with that, too. Nevertheless, by the end of school she was itching for a smoke.

<Can u even see this?> Anastasia texted while all the school buses filtered out of Burnt Valley High. A code followed Anastasia’s text, something that, on a Tether, probably morphed into some animated smiley face.

To Sarah, though, on her cruddy old clamshell phone, it displayed plain text:

 


/|\(;,;)/|\

 


<Yes> Sarah texted back, even though she couldn’t really see the emoticon Anastasia had sent. She saw her dad driving up with JJ, Barksdale panting in the backseat.

“How was it?” her dad asked.

“Same as always,” Sarah said, shutting her door. Usually, she said much less. Sometimes simply “it sucked.” Today she didn’t care to elaborate, so she’d used more words upfront.

Honestly, it was as if adults wanted you to write these pointless essays to explain yourself, but then they’d only read up to a certain page. They were that lazy. Yet they expected kids to work and work.

Sarah heard a sound in the backseat, other than Barksdale panting. “I thought he wasn’t supposed to do that,” she said.

Her dad looked in the rearview. “JJ, your sister’s right. Not in the car, you’ll make yourself sick.”

But JJ didn’t look up. His eyes remained on his Tether, hooded by his hat. Barksdale sniffed his touchscreen.

“JJ?”

Sarah cast another look at her dad, making sure he saw it. “Thought it was for homework.”

“It is homework,” JJ said, still not looking up.

“Yeah? What subject?”

“Huh?”

“Show me,” Sarah said. “Come on, maybe I can help. I used to be a tutor, come on.”

“Sarah,” her dad said, putting out his hand. “Sit.”

But Sarah refused to sit. She wasn’t freaking Barksdale. She gripped her headrest and craned around, scrutinizing her brother, his stupid hat.

He was only doing this now to set her off, she knew that. If she were at his level of immaturity, she would’ve stolen his hat. Instead, she acted like a grown-up. “I think it’s that video game,” she said.

“Huh?”

“That’s what you’re playing, isn’t it? That war game? I think that’s what’s making you so violent.”

“What? Shut up.”

“No, I did a report. Video games make kids more aggressive. Especially boys. I bet that’s why you got kicked in the nuts by your good friend the Dick.”

“What?” her dad said, looking away from the road. “Dick—what Dick? Are you talking about Richard Clement?”

Sarah shot him a glance. She’d forgotten how smart Mr. Grammar Nazi was with words. If she couldn’t catch JJ lying right now, she’d lose this whole argument.

“Come on,” Sarah said, grabbing for JJ’s phone. “Show me. What homew—”

Barksdale growled at her hand.

Sarah nearly screamed and jumped back. “What the fu—” she said, catching herself. The German shepherd didn’t even look at her. He just stared at JJ’s phone and balanced himself with the movement of the car.

“I don’t ever want to hear you calling someone that again,” Steve said, “you understand?”

“Yes,” Sarah replied, finally sitting back, but not without another glance at Barksdale. He’d never done that.

For a second, her dad took his eyes away from the road, so Sarah pretended to look out her window. Really, she was looking at her own reflection, all alone and trapped in the cold glass, trying to bite back the tears. Her stupid brother. Her stupid mouth.

Stupid Anastasia too, Sarah thought as her phone dinged.

Except it wasn’t Anastasia.

It was her brother.

<I saw u crying> JJ texted.



* * *



<I’m not crying!> his sister shot back.

JJ’s thumbs were raring to send the photographic evidence of Sarah smoking Friday night, but something stopped him: <I’m not . . .> Sarah had said in her text.

After years and years of his dad’s lectures, JJ knew enough about present tense to know he and his sister weren’t talking about the same thing. He was talking about Friday night. What the hell was she talking about?

JJ felt a brief stab looking at the picture he’d taken. Somehow, the screen had made it real for him in a way that looking at his sister in real life could not; somehow, staring at her picture, he understood her use of present tense.

<Whatever> he texted back. <Sorry.>

Sarah seemed stunned in the front seat, staring at his text as if not sure what to say. JJ kept watch on her, head down, eyes just under the brim of his hat. If she even began to look back, he’d just pretend to be absorbed in his phone.

<Yes whatever> she parroted back, and JJ let her have the final word. He didn’t really know why. She was a dirty smoker—he’d caught her!

He could’ve really gotten her busted. After all, Mom’s smoking was one of the only things she and Dad ever argued about. At least in front of JJ.

The picture would’ve gotten Sarah grounded, not just till next week, but next school year. JJ didn’t want to see his sister cry, though, not again. He wasn’t a creep.

If she’d just leave him alone, they’d be all right.



* * *



“Maybe I shouldn’t take you, then,” Steve said, as if finishing some internal debate. He stared at the road, pretending he hadn’t seen the sob rippling silently up his daughter’s back.

“What do you mean?” JJ said, and Steve met his son’s eyes in the rearview. Finally, JJ was looking up.

Barksdale wasn’t.

“I mean Sarah. I was going to swing by the PCo store but—”

“What?” Sarah said.

“Now I don’t know. The way you two are acting?”

Sarah’s eyes were still red. She wiped her nose on her hand anyway and looked straight at Steve. Then she did something he didn’t expect, especially with her brother in the car. Sarah reached over and draped herself around his shoulders, laughing but sobbing the word sorry into his neck, and I love you.

Barksdale leaned forward and licked tears off her cheek, and Steve felt her flinch. He didn’t understand.

When the old police dog had growled, Sarah had jumped back as if she’d been bitten. But Steve had seen the whole thing. Barksdale hadn’t been growling at her, he’d been growling at JJ’s phone. He was surprised Sarah didn’t know that.

“Thanks,” Steve said, patting his daughter’s back and his dog’s head. “Me too. I appreciate the apology, I do. But you’re going to have to listen to me, all right?”

Sarah nodded, lips pursed, lashes wet, but earnest.

“JJ?”

“What?” his son said.

Barksdale sat back, but paid attention too.

“If I take you, if we go to that store, then you both have to promise me something.”

“Anything,” Sarah said. “I promise.”

“What’re we promising?” JJ asked.

Steve ignored him for a moment, considering his daughter. He had already decided to get her a Tether. It was something Bill had said; Steve couldn’t remember the exact words because he’d been drunk, but he knew Bill was right. And though Steve didn’t like rewarding bad behavior, he knew after years and years of teaching, after years of listening to his late mother’s (and late grandmother’s) advice, it really was true what they said about the sugar. Part of it, though, was knowing when someone needed a spoonful.

“After this,” Steve said, “we’re all going to sit down and have a serious chat. All right?”

“All right,” Sarah said, sitting back and drying her tears.

“All right. Then I promise, too. We’ll go to that store.”

Sarah pulled down the passenger vanity and looked at herself. Steve frowned. At some point during this talk about having the Big Talk, somehow he had ended up sounding irresolute, not Sarah. Steve was proud, though, that he’d set this in motion, this Big Talk.

As many people with kids know full well, it can be hard to talk—especially face to face.



* * *



A few minutes and a couple makeup adjustments later, Sarah looked ready to show her face in public.

“Wow,” she said, sitting forward as they approached the new PCo store. In the rearview, Steve saw JJ and Barksdale sitting forward, too.

So weird, he thought, wondering why Barksdale had been growling at the phone. That dog didn’t growl at anything. One time on a walk, they’d stumbled across a mountain lion; Barks had sat there like some cop until the big cat slunk off. Why growl at a phone?

Steve focused on the PCo store that had replaced the old used car lot. The remodeling on the old showroom looked nearly finished, but a “closed” sign hung in the glass door. The huge showroom window had been papered over inside, too, an utter black.

What the . . . hell? Steve thought.

A bigger sign, a banner, hung across the street at Mountain View Church.

 


Experience a spiritual awakening!

#PCoTether

 


The banner hung vertically and was nailed through its eyelets to the arms of the cross. The giant Tether printed there was all screen, except for the giant fish-like eye of the camera.

Wearing black hats, CIA and FBI alike (and one gold-and-blue Bobcats cap), three protestors stood out front of the church, blocking everything but the rock pillars of the sign. Steve was surprised not to see Marvin.

“You don’t need a phone to talk to God,” one of the picket signs said. Another sign posed a simpler message:

 


PRIVACY?

Accept

Decline

 


Despite the different sentiments, all three signs looked like the Martian’s handwriting. Apparently, Marvin controlled the Mafia’s rhetoric even when he wasn’t around.

“I’m really starting to second-guess this,” Steve said. He pulled into the lot anyway and tried to find a spot. “It’s Monday, right?” He ended up parking in the grass at the back, the lot was so packed. His car sat sandwiched between a Camaro and a van with a rust spot in the shape of a heart.

“Why do this here?” Steve asked, staring at the chapel, at all the PCo signs practically papering the church windows. A few loose flyers flapped in the lot. “Why even allow this?”

The kids weren’t asking any questions, though. They hopped out of the car and headed for the church.

“Dad! Come on.”

Steve climbed out, but before he could shut his door, Barksdale jumped forward and nosed his way out, too.

“Hey.”

Steve followed him across the gravel lot, but Barksdale had already disappeared between cars. “Whatever,” he said, waving the dog away. Barks was always doing that. Just today, he’d shown up at HMS out of the blue. Steve just found him lying beside his car, as if waiting for a ride.

Inside, the PA system blared so loudly it vibrated the exterior walls. Sermonizing? Steve thought, surprised. What kind of church event was this that involved the PCo?

As he and his kids drew closer to the stairs below the white steeple and bell, Steve saw something. The moving van from the dump.

Barksdale stood with his paws on the driver’s-side door, mad-dogging Marvin “the Martian” Jones, who sat sweating behind the glass.

“Get off me!” the Martian screamed from inside the cab.

“Barks, down,” Steve said, and Barksdale landed in the gravel. “Come here. Heel.” Ignoring Steve, the dog sniffed around to the other side of the van and out of sight.

Steve peered into the cab. Big clear droplets ran from the Martian’s forehead and nose. Even his tie-dyed shirt was soaked, chest, back, and pit.

“Marvin, you all right?” Steve said, rapping a knuckle against the window. “He doesn’t bite, you know that!”

The Martian, scratching his scalp by lifting and donning his hat, said, “I’m fine! Get out of here—scat!”

Frowning, Steve started to turn away, but he took a second look, realizing it wasn’t just sweat Marvin was wiping out of his eye.

“You sure?” Steve said.

“Go away!” Marvin sobbed. “Go and drink your Kool-Aid!”

“Okay,” Steve mumbled, turning away. Couldn’t help those who didn’t want your help.

He walked toward the stairs, staring at the gravel as he went, remembering something Bill had asked him to do at the junkyard.

Steve shot a look back through the windshield of the moving van. Marvin, blowing his nose in a Grateful Dead handkerchief, saw him, scowled, and then fired up his van and started to pull out. Steve’s blood pressure lowered a bit.

“Hey, Sarah, I’m not so sure . . .” he began, looking around for his kids, but his kids were already inside.



* * *



The church interior hadn’t changed much since Steve last attended. Same worn pews hand-carved by Old Becker himself, same commercial carpeting; same smell, kind of like a retirement home. Today, though, PCo signs hung everywhere: from the ceiling, from the walls, even from the pulpit of Montana Ghost Wood. Tethers, printed onto pamphlets, peeked out from the Bible holders on the back of every pew.

“Behold,” said the blond man at the pulpit. Steve recognized him from the PCo assembly at the school. Graham, the guy in the suit, speaking now to a packed church.

Steve recognized some of the congregation from the assembly as well. The Andersons’ mom. All of her kids. Clive. Rat and Pam McCurdy from MC Estates. Even the gardener from Mrs. Hayworth’s. Steve spotted his own kids, standing over by the refreshments.

“They are one people,” Graham’s voice boomed through the speakers. “And they have all one language.” On a projection screen behind him, text speak began to appear. LOL. ROFL. People were chuckling.

“Nothing that they propose to do will now be impossible for them. Because, technology? This Tether? This is our new Tower of Babel. Except this time it’s in the air, it’s intangible. This time there’s nothing to topple. And I ask you, what is so wrong with understanding one another? With being connected? What is so bad about that?”

Steve had to consciously close his jaw. He expected someone to shout out, Blasphemy!
The
Devil’s tongue! No one did, though. The townspeople were nodding.

“Because we here at PCo believe this is humanity’s basic downfall: we’re divided. Everyone’s autonomous, communication is flawed. But what if we could see everything, know everything about everyone instantly?”

“That’s a frightening thought,” someone said from the audience. Steve wanted to chime in with an amen, but Graham was already pouncing on it.

“Yes, we’re frightened by the idea, aren’t we? But they say if you’ve done nothing wrong, what do you have to hide?”

There were murmurs at that.

“People only desire privacy because they’re afraid of others discovering who they truly are. Their hopes, their desires. Their secrets and lies. But everyone has done something they wish to hide. Something dark. We’re all born with it, this rotten spot, this bit of dark.”

“Amen,” Hank of Hank’s Hardware said, stealing Steve’s line—but for an entirely different purpose.

Graham grabbed the podium and leaned forward, engaging them. “Yes! Hallelujah! That is exactly the reason I’m here! To tell you that you’re forgiven. For everything! The Provider forgives you. And that’s true community, isn’t it? Everyone knowing everything about everyone . . . and forgiving them anyway? That’s true communication. And that’s a tower in which we should all invest.”

Graham finally stood back again from the pulpit, looking more professionally cut in his suit. “That’s why, today, we’re giving everyone who owns a Tether, and everyone who signs up, a free wireless headset.”

A picture of the earpiece appeared on the projector screen. Steve flinched as the entire congregation cheered.

People stood, clapping. The flock got so loud, the individual voices all came together to create a different sound, a dull roar.

After the speech—sermon, Steve reminded himself—one of Mrs. Hayworth’s old bridge friends went to the piano and began to play. The song sounded familiar, but Steve couldn’t place it. He just remembered it was supposed to be faster, not as soft.

“But hurry,” Graham said, “the offer won’t last. Come now, join us, partake of what The Provider has in store for you.”

Was that . . . an altar call? Steve thought.

In front, people lined up at the communion table, which had been pushed out to receive customers. A PCo employee, a boy in Sarah’s class, sat behind the table, signing people up. Other PCo reps walked through the crowd, handing out the free headsets and pamphlets.

“Dad,” JJ said, walking over with his own headset and a plastic cup.

“Is that really Kool-Aid?” Steve asked.

“No. Grape juice.”

“Oh.”

“Can I get one of those laptop docks?” JJ gestured with his cup at another table displaying a variety of accessories for the Tether. “Or a smartwatch?”

“We’re here to get your sister’s phone,” Steve said. “Not tonight.”

“Fine.” JJ went to the accessory table anyway to browse.

The Kinks, Steve thought, focusing again on the piano music. That’s what the church lady was playing, “Party Line.”

“I think we have to wait in line,” he told Sarah, pointing. She wasn’t paying much attention, though. She was fixed on something across the church, something happening at the communion table.

The young PCo rep was attending to Sarah’s friend, that little smoker Anastasia Disney. Anastasia kept touching the boy’s arm as they laughed, and he showed her how to use her new headset, tucking it behind her ear as if it were one of her golden locks.

She’s jealous, Steve realized, catching his daughter’s look. But then he realized what that meant, and Steve’s next thought was, Him?

What did Sarah see in him? Besides the biceps and triceps bulging out the sleeves of his PCo shirt?

Gary Pervier, that was his name. Steve had taught him eighth grade English Comp. The kid was a moron, good at football and not much else. Really good. Steve had always liked going with Sarah to the games to watch Pervier play. It was like watching college ball.

Rich parents, too, Steve thought, trying to see the advantage in it, however shallow.

No, Steve recalled, Pervier had been good at one other thing. He’d been pretty good at getting his girlfriend at the time, a smart girl, to write all his papers for him.

Steve had a knack for memorizing student writing styles. He had a keen ear for voice. So he’d recognized the girlfriend’s style, even with Gary’s name at the top. But Steve hadn’t been able to prove it. It wasn’t as though he could perform a handwriting analysis on an essay written in Times New Roman.

Wait a minute, he thought. The ex-girlfriend. At the time, Pervier had been dating the new girl, Anastasia Disney. God, that was, like,
four years ago.

Anastasia had been a good writer; Steve had forgotten that. In his unique memory, writing styles remained distinct, but faces tended to run together like paint, year after year of teaching the same thing and trying to keep mental yearbooks.

“Hey, buddy,” Bill said, startling Steve. The deputy held his cowboy hat to his chest.

“Oh, hey,” Steve said. He walked forward with the line as it moved. There was only one person ahead of them now. “Fancy seeing you here.”

“Yeah, I just had some questions about these,” Bill said, holding up his Dragnet glasses. “The guy pretty much confirmed my fears about the background checks. All those bodies I’ve buried?”

Sarah laughed. She tucked a wing of hair behind her ear and glanced toward Gary Pervier.

“Next,” Pervier said, smiling first at Steve, then at Sarah.

“Hey, wait,” Steve said before Bill could wander off. “You see Marvin out front?”

“No, he wasn’t part of the protest. No worries, no Close Encounters tonight.”

“Actually, he was out there. Parked in a moving van.”

“Moving van?”

“Sweating bullets. Yep, Barksdale pointed him out.”

Bill’s eye twitched.

Steve saw it. “You think we should leave?”

“Leave?” Sarah said.

“Nah.” Bill clapped Steve on the shoulder. “I’ll scope him out. You just get your daughter a phone, all right?”

Bill left, and Steve sat down with Sarah and Gary Pervier, Mr. Pearly Whites and Perfect Haircut. Kid was wearing way too much of that body spray crap.

“New customers?” Pervier asked.

“She is,” Steve replied.

Sarah smiled at the dumb hunk. “Just don’t give me the pink one. Anastasia’s is pink, and it’s hideous.”

Pervier kind of ignored her. “You can save money on the family plan,” the kid said to Steve. “And since your daughter’s recruiting you, she’ll get the points. The more people she recruits, the higher she climbs on The Provider’s Top Twelve.”

“I don’t even know what that is,” Steve said.

“The Provider is like who runs PCo. The more followers you recruit, the more The Provider favors you.”

“For rewards? What?”

“Sort of,” Pervier said. “Okay, we’ll just go ahead and get you signed up.”

“No, I think I’m good,” Steve said. “Just my daughter.”

“But, sir, you could save a lot of money. Calls to people on the same network don’t count toward your minutes. And after rebate, the Tether’s practically free. Just replace your old phone with a way better one.”

“He already has a Tether,” Sarah said. “I don’t know why he doesn’t use it. We could get rid of the home phone.”

“Home phone?” Pervier asked, as if he couldn’t comprehend such a contraption.

“I like having it,” Steve said. “Good in an emergency.”

Sarah arched a brow and one corner of her mouth. “But if we all have a Tether, what’s the point of paying for an extra one?”

“Who are you with?” Pervier asked.

“Skywire.”

“Dude, seriously?”

Sarah giggled.

“They suck.”

“They’ve done fine by me,” Steve said.

“But we bought their tower. I’m surprised they didn’t tell you that. Once we finish the upgrades for faster data, you’ll be roaming.”

“I didn’t know that,” Steve admitted. Pervier opened his mouth to say more, but Steve cut him off. “It was my wife’s phone.”

“Oh, is she here? Why don’t we just sign her up and give her the free phone. You and your daughter both would get on The Provider’s Top Twelve.”

“Look,” Steve said, “I’m happy with the phones I’ve got. I’m just here for Sarah.”

“All right, man, suit yourself.”

“Thanks,” Steve said.

Pervier showed Sarah the different styles of Tethers, and she picked the blue one with a matching headset.

“Just got to activate it,” Pervier said, holding up the blue phone. He scanned Sarah’s eyeball with the camera, then asked her to press her thumb against the screen. When she lifted her hand away, Steve saw her thumbprint glowing red for a second before fading.

“All done.”

“No contract?” Steve said.

Pervier offered him a blank stare. Then he laughed and clapped Steve on the arm, nearly knocking him over. “Oh, man,” he said to Sarah, “your dad’s old.”



* * *



“What’re you doing here?” Mini Mark asked.

JJ looked up from the laptop docks. They were cool. Basically just a keyboard and screen; you simply docked your Tether in a slot on the back, and the dock turned the phone into a computer.

“Just out on the town,” JJ said. “And the town’s still here.”

Mark pushed up his glasses. “You’re an idiot.”

“Whatever,” JJ said, turning back to the docks.

“It takes time, idiot. Some of the apps take time. The real world can take a while to update.”

JJ shook his head and walked off, staring into his phone.

“Stupid idiot,” Mark said, but he let JJ go.

Mark was the idiot. But it was true, what he’d said about the updates. When Mark had built the PCo data center in Buttcrack Rock, he’d finished construction in a single day. The actual building, though, took way longer to construct.

JJ wondered how long after he’d skinned Meg Disney’s Grumpier Cat that the real world would update. He knew it hadn’t happened yet because Meg had come to school that day happy and bright. She’d posted a new picture on Follow too: a shot of Grumpier Cat, refusing to play with a bit of string. JJ had nearly cried with relief. He’d been angry at the time he’d skinned the cat, but he’d regretted it later, hurting something like that. Now he had to worry about some laggy update.

Still fake, JJ thought, remembering Mini Mark’s plastic diamond. The phones weren’t magic.

He opened Drones to pretend he was blowing the towel off Mini Mark’s head instead of some rebel’s. He opened the game inventory and browsed his guns, poring over the stats.

He picked the weapon he would’ve picked in real life to kill Mini Mark: the StG 44 he’d collected from some militia his character had gunned down in the Ukraine. The StG, as the gun description explained, had been developed by Nazis.

“Here,” someone said, and a hand, like a flesh-colored spider, its legs long and delicate, slipped the phone out of JJ’s grip.

“Hey!”

Graham, stretched thin in his suit, grinned at JJ. The man’s teeth were shockingly white. “I wanted to show you an awesome app.”

“Oh,” JJ said. “All right.”

Graham took out his own Tether and bumped it against JJ’s. “There,” he said, returning the phone. The new app was already opening. “It’s called The Wand.”

“Wow,” JJ said, panning the camera phone around the room.

“Even Android has a metal detector,” Graham explained. “But ours isn’t just EMF. It’s way more sophisticated.”

JJ stopped panning his camera when he noticed something glowing in a guy’s pocket. “It’s like an X-ray,” he said, zooming in on the guy’s Swiss Army knife. Similar to the gun catalog in Drones, The Wand showed him an entire profile on the multipurpose tool, such as the fact that it wasn’t made by the Swiss Army—stuff like that.

“It will show you more than just metal weapons as well,” Graham said.

“Yeah, that lady’s carrying mace.” JJ’s grin began to fade. “Too bad it’s fake.”

“Pardon me?”

“The app. It’s fake.”

Graham held up his hands. “Point it at me, then.”

JJ scanned him with the phone, and something in the pocket of Graham’s slacks glowed. His Tether.

Graham pulled out the phone, then put it back in. The app tracked everything.

“Wow,” JJ said. So at least this one app seemed real. “Wait, I thought it only showed weapons.”

Grinning, Graham patted JJ’s shoulder. “Don’t tell your dad.”

“I’m not crazy.”

Graham laughed and walked away, leaving JJ to scan the crowd for weapons.



* * *



Bill’s boots crunched gravel once more through the lot. Moving van, he thought, scanning the back end of every car and van. He’d already scanned the plates.

He should have asked Steve where in the lot? He could’ve asked the protestors, too, but they’d left.

With a sigh, he rounded back toward his cruiser. Bill glimpsed Barksdale weaving between cars and stopped.

“Barks!” he almost shouted out. But Bill stayed quiet. His old partner was tracking something down and Bill didn’t want to interrupt. Barks sniffed his way out of the parking lot, around the back of the church.

Bill followed. He’d forgotten there was another driveway at the back, a paved road right to the cemetery. Church access, not accessible via the parking lot.

That’s where Marvin’s van was parked.



* * *



“You’d better never post that on Follow,” Sarah said when she and Steve joined JJ by the refreshments.

“Yeah, JJ, no taping people without their permission,” Steve said. “What’ve we talked about?”

“That you’d read some stupid reports,” JJ said, still scanning his sister.

“Yes,” Steve said. “So stop.”

“I’m not even taping.”

“I don’t care. Stop.”

“Don’t worry, I’m not ‘cyber-bullying,’ ” JJ said. His other hand slipped his phone into his baggy pocket, and Steve nodded his thanks.

“Did, um, Bill leave?” Sarah asked, looking around.

“Probably home by now,” Steve said. He looked around, too, then led his kids out.

In the car, Steve pulled up to the exit out of the church lot. He was looking both ways when someone’s brakes squealed behind him. In the rearview, lights ablaze, Bill skidded to a stop.

“He want something?” Steve asked, more to himself.

“He’s pulling you over,” JJ said, aiming his phone through the rear windshield at the cruiser.

“JJ, I can’t see.”

Sarah looked back too. “Dad, move.”

“What?”

Sarah pointed.

“Move!” Bill was shouting out his window. He honked his horn, and finally Steve pulled to one side. He didn’t want to pull onto the road and accidentally go the same way Bill intended to go. Double yellow lines out there. Bill would have to illegally pass.

“Sorry, buddy!” Bill shouted as he shot past.

“Where’s he going?” Sarah asked.

“No clue.”

Steve watched for a second as his friend raced away. Not that far down the road, Bill jackknifed into the cemetery, killing his lights.

“Huh,” Steve said. Then he looked both ways for cars and started to pull out. The protestors were gone, which was probably the only reason Steve noticed the church sign.

Between its rock pillars and under its little roof, the sign used to say “Member of the Southern Baptist Convention.” Now it had been painted over and Steve realized his country had a different type of separation to worry about other than church and state.

 


Mountain View Church

Sponsored by PCo

 


The Tether on the cross flapped in the wind, and Steve pulled out.
  


 CHAPTER 17
 

 


Lost him, Bill thought, scanning the headstones toothing the hill. Marvin must have leaked out the back of the boneyard, back where another country road circled the north base of the hill.

Catch him at home, Bill thought.

Head him off.

He pulled the cruiser around one of the loops of the cemetery. Not her favorite, Bill thought, glimpsing the new flowers on Janice’s grave. Close, but not.

Winding his way downhill, Bill activated his earwig and called the dispatcher. Not Aaron. Wasn’t her shift.

“Shelly, yeah, let’s put a BOLO out on Marvin Jones. Yes, Shelly, the Martian.” Bill described the moving van. “Yes, no plates. Did you take down the part about the rust spot? Good, Shelly, that’s all I need.” Bill hung up and called the sheriff.

“Right in the middle of dinner here, Bill, what do you want?”

“Sir, Marvin Jones just evaded an officer. Me. Evaded me.”

“Bill—”

“He was parked in this moving van behind the church during the PCo event. He saw me and ran. I plan to bring him in for questioning, sir. Plan to search his van, too.”

“What’s Dragnet say about that?”

“Sir?”

“It authorize the arrest?”

“Sir, he evaded the pol—”

“Did Dragnet authorize the arrest?”

“I authorized it, sir. Me.”

After a pause, Perkins said, “So run me through this. He was at the PCo event?”

“As part of a protest, sir, yes. Marvin’s very anti-Phone Company. There’s an eyewitness, sir, besides me.”

“Eyewitness?”

“Yes, sir, Steve.”

“Your friend Steve Gregory?”

“Best friend, sir, yes.”

Bill said it as if to prove Steve’s credibility, though he realized too late it sounded weak.

He turned onto the main road. “I suspect he’s got the fertilizer in the van, sir, the stuff he got from Rat.”

“So you think he’s planning to blow up the church, that’s what you’re saying.”

“Yes,” Bill said, “I know for a fact.”

“And how is it you know all this, Bill? How you know he was running from you and not just going for a burger?”

Bill tried not to hesitate. In all honesty he didn’t think Marv had seen him or his badge.

It seemed more like the Martian had simply changed his mind and had left before it could change itself back. “His mind’s got a mind of its own,” Bill had always said, the voices in Marv’s head convincing him to carry out their agenda.

If Bill were being truly honest, he hadn’t seen Marvin at all, just the back of the van. The only solid lead came from Bill’s best friend, Steve.

“He saw me, sir,” Bill said anyway. “I shouted freeze, and Marv took off. Simple as that.”

Perkins sighed.

“Sir?”

“If this is true, Bill, how come I can’t find any record of it in Dragnet?”

Bill glanced at the passenger seat where the glasses sat, staring back.

“Damn it, Bill, you still aren’t wearing them, are you?”

“Sir—”

“Well then, it’s your own damn fault.”

“I’m bringing him in, sir, Dragnet or not. He broke the law.”

“Hope it holds up in court.”

Perkins hung up, and Bill looked over at Dragnet.

“What,” he said. The glasses just kept staring. “Fine.”

Feeling a burble of stomach acid, Bill donned Dragnet for the first time since he’d thrown it onto his seat.

There was no pushing a button. The internet-connected glasses came to life as soon as they touched his skin. A compass and a map of the road overlaid Bill’s vision.

 


MOUNTAIN VIEW RD.

West

 


Other statistics, like the length of the road in miles, stayed in his periphery. He found he could drag things forward with his eyes, sweeping the other data aside.

He could drill into menus and submenus, down to entire lists of addresses populating the entire road, along with lists of the people who not only owned the property but who currently occupied the premises. He could see how much was still owed on the mortgage and/or construction loan, right down to the lot maps, floor plans, and floodplain maps kept by the lenders in inspection and appraisal reports.

Even better, Bill could see a complete police blotter kept on every property. The road had a long rap sheet.

Murder in that one.

Meth lab over there.

Suicide and triple homicide.

Arson.

That guy in that house was on parole.

“Ah,” Bill said, zeroing in on a setting. He eyeballed one of the options: <Activate Voice Recognition.>

<Hello, Officer William Biggs> his earwig said. The voice couldn’t have been more generically female. He pictured some sort of androgynous cyborg in a power suit.

“You sound like Aaron,” he said.

<Calling Aaron.>

“No! Just kidding! Cancel! End call!”

<Ending call.>

“Thank you,” Bill said. “Sheesh.”

<You’re welcome, Officer Biggs.>

“It’s Bill.”

<Okay, Bill Biggs.>

“Just Bill.”

<Okay then, Just Bill.>

“Oh, Lord.”

<I’m kidding. Please, Bill, ask me anything you want. But first, would you like to consent to the background check?>

“What did I just say?”

<I’m sorry, I don’t understand your—>

“No.”

<Okay, Bill, thanks. In trial mode, you can access less than a tenth of my knowledge base. Consent to the background check to unlock all intelligence.>

Bill straightened the glasses on his nose. “Man, you’re a pushy first date.”

<Please consent to the background ch—>

Making a disgusted sound, Bill threw the glasses back into the passenger seat.

<Goodbye> the Aaron sound-alike said in his ear.

Bill pulled into Marvin’s junkyard, scanning the gravel lot. No moving van. He parked and was surprised to see the Martian coming out for a meet and greet.

“Hands on the hood, Marv,” Bill said, climbing out.

“Hey, man, chill out.”

Bill rested his hand on the butt of his gun. “You shouldn’t have run. Hands on the hood, you’re under arrest.”

“Man, what are you even saying? What are even the words coming out of your mouth right now?”

“The van, Marv. The moving van.”

“I’m not moving, man, I’ve lived here my whole life. Plan to die here. It’s not like I’m asking you to help carry a couch or anything.”

“Just shut up and turn around, Marv.”

Bill grabbed him and bent him over the hood, slapping handcuffs on him and reading him his rights. Ugh, the Martian’s tie-dyed shirt and hair still dripped with sweat. He stunk.

Sweat and weed. That’s what he reeked of.

“Police brutality!” Marv screamed as Bill stuffed him into the cruiser’s backseat. “He’s brutalizing me, help! I’m being repressed!”

“Where’s the van, Marv?”

“What van, man—help!”

“I saw you. Witnesses saw you. Where is the goddamn van?”

Marvin shook his head and started spouting the Fourth Amendment. “The right of the people to be secure in their persons, houses, papers, and effects against unreasonable searches and seizures—”

“I have probable cause, Marv. And this little thing called the motor vehicle exception.”

“—shall not be violated, man! And no Warrants shall issue, but upon probable cause—”

“I’ve got probable cause.”

“—shall not, shall not—”

Bill slammed the door on him, but Marvin kept reciting the Constitution through the glass.

“It’s a junkyard, Marv!” Bill said, glancing over the graveyard of fridges. “A commercial one! You don’t have the same expectation of privacy. You hear that, Marv?”

The Martian wasn’t listening. He screamed something about a police state as Bill stepped into the yard.

He took a complete walkthrough of the areas accessible to automobile (and the public): the salvage yard, the receiving area for scrap metal, the parking lot near the travel trailers. No moving van.

Bill thought he saw the maze of copper, lead, and aluminum Steve had mentioned, Marv’s Dead Zone. He headed down it. There, Bill thought, walking over to some crates filled with old cans of lead paint. He grabbed one to move it aside, but stopped.

In the distance he could hear Marvin in the cruiser, not even saying anything anymore, just screaming. The Martian was correct. He had rights.

Sighing, Bill activated his earwig.

“What now?” the sheriff said when he picked up.

“Sorry to bother you, sir, but I’m going to need a search warrant. He’s hidden the van.”

“You don’t have to ask my permission, Bill.”

“Sorry, sir, I thought that was our protoc—”

“Not anymore. Dragnet approves those requests. Also, you ought to know, all warrant affidavits should be filed through Dragnet as well.”

“Why? What for?”

“It’s how we’re set up with the courts now, Bill. They’re not just written reports anymore, you’ve got to record the probable cause. Give the judge complete evidence or he’ll throw you out.”

“That’s. . . . Sir, that’s not going to work.”

“Get your warrant through Dragnet, Bill, good night.”

Perkins hung up, leaving Bill to grit his teeth. He knew one thing for certain: if he ever made sheriff, Dragnet would not dictate chain of command. And courts wouldn’t overreach.

Marvin was still screaming in the back of the cruiser.

“Shut up,” Bill said, leaning in to grab his pair of high-tech glasses. They came to life again when he put them on.

<Hello, Bill> said the robotic Aaron.

“Hey, I want to file an affidavit. Search warrant.”

<To file an affidavit, first consent to the background—>

Bill threw the glasses, not caring when they bounced off the seat into the foot well. He would go file an affidavit like he always did, screw the courts.

First, though, he’d book Marvin. At the very least they could impound his car and suspend his license, so that the next time Bill caught the squirrely little alien driving the van, he’d have the Martian’s head mounted on a wall.



* * *



“Yeah, Judge Holden, this is Deputy Sheriff Bill Biggs.” Again, Bill thought, steering up Mrs. Hayworth’s long, paved drive. He’d been leaving messages for the judge since yesterday. “Just following up on my request for a search warrant, thanks.”

He called Aaron next.

“Pretty sure my whole case is screwed.”

“Yeah?” Aaron said. “Why’s that?”

“I probably won’t even get my warrant.”

“But Steve placed Marvin in the van at the church.”

“See, I told you Steve’s a good guy. Even if his account doesn’t mean crap. He’s got an awesome dog, too.”

“Why doesn’t his account mean crap?”

“Two sweet kids . . .”

“Bill,” Aaron said, steering him back on track.

“Because I can’t prove Marv was evading me. Can’t prove he wasn’t just leaving anyway, you know? It’s not like he sped off. I can’t even prove it was Marv in the vehicle at all, not at the time.”

“Should’ve been wearing Dragnet,” Aaron said.

“God, you know, you sound just like her, too. That voice?”

“Really? My Dragnet sounds like you. A, uh, hot British version of you.”

“Hah! Yeah, well, I’ve already named mine Aaron 2.” Bill lit a cigarette and caught a peek of Mrs. Hayworth’s mansion through the trees. “I can’t prove there’s anything dangerous about the van, but, glasses or no, this whole thing’s giving me heartburn.”

“Don’t you call that your ‘Spidey Sense’?” Aaron said.

Bill did.

“Well,” she said, “I don’t think Marv’s going anywhere anytime soon. Did you hear the judge set his bail?”

“Yeah,” Bill said.

“He’ll never post that.”

“True.” Bill took one of the many hairpin turns up Hayworth Hill. “I’m going to respond to this call at Mrs. Hayworth’s.”

“Yeah, she called about seeing a dead man.”

“Like a body?” Bill asked.

“Not sure.”

“Hmm. Probably just her gardener, then. I’ll keep you right here in my ear, if that’s cool.”

“I’ll be here,” Aaron said. “Little birdy.”

Bill came up on the huge house. The pool with the vanishing edge had been covered up for fall, and all the flower gardens that usually lit up the place had died away to dirt and shrubs.

Mrs. Hayworth greeted Bill at the French doors at the top of the flagstone stoop. Her long silk robe and gray hair fluttered slightly, moving as if they were spun from the same threads.

“Morning, Mrs. Hayworth, everything all right? Where’s your gardener this morning?”

Mrs. Hayworth smiled. “I just sat down to some milk and lemon squares.”

“Mmm,” Bill said, beaming like a boy. “My favorite.”

He took off his hat, and Mrs. Hayworth invited him inside, to the breakfast nook overlooking Burnt Valley.

“Always loved this time of year,” Mrs. Hayworth said, looking out the bay window through the steam of her Colombian coffee. She’d brewed it so strong the smell practically caffeinated the air.

“Good season,” Bill admitted, “better hunting.” The mountains looked like green rock and the quaking aspens streaked through them in veins of gold. “So,” he said with a full mouth, “you called about a dead man?”

Mrs. Hayworth nodded. “Have you ever noticed these days on TV how they never say goodbye anymore? They just hang up. Why is that?”

Aw, Bill thought. He hated to see this, hated to see her slip in and out. She’d taught him everything he knew about math, which wasn’t much—but that wasn’t her fault. She’d been a smart teacher, so it hurt Bill’s heart.

“I don’t know,” he said, taking a whiff of his lemony treat. “Who knows why people do what they do on TV?”

Mrs. Hayworth nodded at the scenery, rocking gently in her seat. The creak of the wooden chair reminded Bill of his GeeMa’s rocker.

“My husband . . . he didn’t tell me goodbye,” Mrs. Hayworth said. “Called me just last night and didn’t tell me.”

Bill stopped chewing for a second, then sipped his milk. “Hmm.” Mr. Hayworth had been dead eight years.

“We never got the chance, I guess.”

“How come?” Bill said, chewing.

“We lost . . . touch, I think. No signal, I don’t know.”

“Huh. And this happened last night?”

“Oh, it was so nice to hear his voice. To hear him like I hear him in my dreams sometimes, only right there. I could feel him.”

“Uh-huh,” Bill said, trying not to notice the mansion’s draft. A lady this old, in this big a house? She really should’ve kept the heat pumped up to Florida levels. Especially at this elevation, where there was so easily snow.

Mrs. Hayworth kept rocking, hugging herself. “He said he’s in a place of gold and brilliant coins,” she said, staring wistfully out at the fall trees. “He said I’d be joining him soon.”

Crick-crack.

Crick-crack.

“Maybe . . . maybe that’s why he didn’t say goodbye.”

Bill didn’t know what to say to that. He took another bite and coughed a bit on the sugared dust.

“Hey, Bill?” Aaron said in his ear. “Sorry, but I just got a call. There’s a robbery in progress.”

He nodded, even though Aaron couldn’t see him. “Okay, Mrs. Hayworth, I guess if that was it. . . .” He started to stand up and reached for his hat. “Thanks for the—”

A spotted, wrinkled old hand clamped down on his.

“Please,” Mrs. Hayworth said. She reached into her robe and pulled something out. “I don’t know how to make it work. Please, help me call him back?” She held out a brand new Tether, which nearly slipped out of her trembling hand like some fish. “I just want to say goodbye.”

“Mrs. Hayworth, my dear.” Bill stooped and clasped her hand between both of his, warming the poor thing as if it were a cold, fluttering butterfly. “I don’t know who you talked to last night, but . . . you can call me anytime, ya hear? Don’t you ever hesitate.”

“Oh, that’s sweet,” Aaron said softly. “You’re so sweet, Bill.”

He let the pained grin bleed through his face. It died when he realized Mrs. Hayworth wasn’t comforted.

She slowly shook her head and sat back, hand slipping from between Bill’s gentle grasp before folding back into her lap. “I’m sorry, who are . . .?”

After sweeping up his own mess and thanking Mrs. Hayworth, after adjusting the thermostat he’d found by the atrium, Bill donned his hat and sped off down the mountain.

He tried not to look in his rearview at the cold and nearly empty mansion on the hill. No one should have been left alone in a place like that, especially not a sweet old lady. Too many echoes. Too many chills.

In his ear, Aaron 2 said, <The tall man’s in the grass.>

Bill jumped, spotting the Dragnet glasses in the passenger foot well. “Hey, didn’t I turn you off?”

“Turn me off?” the real Aaron asked.

“Oh,” Bill said, “nothing.”

Squealing tires down and around one of the many hairpin turns, he peeked again into the foot well. Like he thought, Aaron 2’s power indicator remained dark.



* * *



“Clive?” Bill said, aiming his gun from behind the cruiser door. The man in the ski mask barely glanced at him, too busy shouting into his earwig.

“I don’t want any of your shitty insurance! No, my phone’s fine! I’m sick of this shit, I’m hanging up!” Except the robber didn’t hang up. He kept arguing with the salesman on the other end of the line.

Yep, it certainly sounded like Clive. But what the hell was Clive doing, robbing a gas station?

Bill’s eyes flicked to the bag of money in Clive’s left hand, then to the gun in his right. Bill had told him repeatedly to drop the weapon, but Clive only had ears for his phone.

Drugs, Bill thought, looking at the bloodshot eyes, the way they bugged out of the ski mask. Gotta be drugs. Which, quite frankly, scared him.

Meth.

Bath salts.

PCP.

Abusers of any one of these stimulants might as well have been mainlining hallucinogenic rage.

Keeping his pistol trained on Clive, center mass, Bill inched out from behind the cruiser. He stopped when Clive started pacing.

“No, I don’t need insurance for my headset either. I’ve already told you that how many times now? Are you even listening? N! O! Do I have to spell it out?”

Bill scooted closer.

And closer.

Taking steps whenever Clive paced the other way.

Whenever his back was turned.

At this range, he wished he’d grabbed his shotgun.

“No!” Clive screamed. “Where are you? Where’s your office? Why? Because! I’m coming down there to strangle you to death with your own phone cord, that’s why!”

Bill, close enough to smell the sweat soaking through Clive’s flannel, knew it was going to happen a second before it did. Clive whirled around on his heel, gun swiveling around . . .

. . . and then Bill was tackling him, wrenching Clive’s arms up behind his back to cuff him and confiscate his gun. Even during the arrest, Clive kept screaming at the salesman.

Must be important, Bill thought, putting Clive’s earwig to his own ear. “It’s not even on.” And yet Clive was still screaming, spittle flying everywhere.

“You know what, you can take your insurance and shove it up The Provider’s ass, you hear that? N! O!”



* * *



“Weird,” Aaron said, and Bill said right? He was headed back out on patrol and had told her everything.

“Some of the other guys were dealing with stuff like that all day today, too,” Aaron said. “Weird phone stuff. Like, you know that Jay guy? I guess he drove his truck right into the quarry. He was just following his GPS, and—kersplash!”

“What. An. Idiot,” Bill said.

“Yeah. And then apparently Chad somehow was using his phone to shock people, I guess? He was stun-gunning protestors over at the courthouse, I guess with about the same amount of volts as a stun gun.”

“Protestors?”

“Oh, crap,” Aaron said.

Bill felt the bottom of his stomach drop out like a rotten floor. “What?”

“Crap, Bill, I’m so sorry. I’ve been so busy. Marvin posted bail.”

“Excuse me?”

“I’m so sorry, I really meant to tell you.”

“No, it’s fine. It’s not your fault. How?”

“Rat.”

“McCurdy?”

“The only Rat we know,” Aaron said. “It was weird, he brought in, like, over a thousand dollars of bail money—entirely in change.”

“Like, quarters?”

“Half dollars and dollar coins. I guess he brought in the first load on a hand truck. They made him go dump it in that machine over at Walmart.”

“Where’d he get that kind of coinage?”

“No idea,” Aaron said.

Bill frowned. As kids they’d heard stories about the Martian’s lost treasure in the dump, coins upon coins he and his old man had collected off sidewalks and out of gutters and people’s cars and couches over the decades. But those were just silly stories.

“So where is the Martian now? Does anyone know?”

“Home, I think.”

“Damn it,” Bill said, “all right.”

He found a turnaround and headed back to that side of Burnt Valley. “I’ll be on the mountainside, okay?”

“Yeah,” Aaron said.

“I just hope he hasn’t moved it yet.”

“You think he’s going to move the van?”

“I know it.”

It was the first thing Marvin would do. And Bill had been planning to record it all from his perch out in BLM.

Whipping around a corner—the final turn before the long stretch of woods and country road into town—a car cut into Bill’s lane.

A station wagon.

“Shit!”

Brakes squealed, and the wagon, veering sharply, careened right off the bank. It must have been traveling seventy miles an hour, but when it crashed headfirst into the pine, it simply stopped, about five feet shorter all of a sudden.

“Crap, crap, crap,” Bill said, nosing his car into a dirt road before jumping out. He threw a flare out into the oncoming lane and then approached the car.

Antifreeze and probably even oil sizzled on the engine block. The front end had crumpled like an accordion, buckling the doors and crowding the front seat. Something wet sizzled in there, too, behind the wheel. Something with tangled hair.

Bill didn’t even need to look at the plates. He recognized the station wagon.

“Aaron, I’ve got a car crash out here on Old Indian Pass. I’ve got at least one fatality, and, oh my God,” Bill said, spotting the shade suctioned to the back window. The visor had been in Pam McCurdy’s station wagon ever since her daughter, Candy, had turned three.

 


BABY ON BOARD!

 


Bill got a peek at the booster seat in back, saw the little spray of dishwater hair in a pink clip, decorated with a daisy. “Oh Jesus, Aaron, oh my God.”

Later, during the investigation, when that whole lane of Old Indian Pass was coned off and they’d stationed a flagger on either end and Bill just wanted to go home—or to the Speakeasy where nobody knew his name—he found Pam McCurdy’s purple Tether lodged between little Candy and the arm of her booster seat. The girl had been playing something on it, a driving game. The screen still shimmered with oily smears and tiny prints sticky from treats.

The car depicted onscreen looked exactly like the McCurdys’ station wagon. Same make, same model, same stickers on the dash.

Bill saw one fingerprint smear in particular, just a swipe on the top layer of oil, crossing the entire screen. He compared it to the skid marks in the road. They were the same.

Frowning, he swiped the controls . . . and jumped when the wheels of the station wagon shifted in response.



* * *



Bill pulled into MC Estates, but stopped at the loop and shut his eyes.

There were two parts to this job he hated most. One of them was paperwork, and it wasn’t nearly as bad as this second part.

Bill used to recite what he would say whenever he had to go knock on a door or make a call. At a certain point, though, he had developed a script so he didn’t have to think. He suspected doctors did the same thing. In fact, he knew they did. When his parents died, when Janice died, he’d heard it in their voices. He understood it more than ever now. If you didn’t have a script, if you made each death unique, you’d retire but it’d be into an early grave.

Bill opened his eyes when the piece of candy he was holding crinkled in his hand. He’d picked it up from the back floorboard of Pam McCurdy’s station wagon. The wrapper depicted a little strawberry, and next to it a little flower, which he’d initially mistaken for a daisy.

Tucking the candy into the breast pocket of his uniform, Bill sighed and pulled down the loop toward Rat’s. At their driveway, he tried not to dwell too long on the little pink trike, tried not to look to the corner of the trailer when he walked up the steps and knocked.

His fist pushed the door open.

“Hello?” Bill said, peeking inside.

Rat sat in his recliner. “Come on in,” he said without looking up from his Tether.

Bill hesitated. He didn’t want to go inside. He really didn’t. He found things went better when he left the news on the stoop and made a clean break, giving the family their space.

He took off his hat anyway, held it against his chest and ventured inside.

“Hey, Rat, I, uh, I’m afraid I’ve got some terrible news.”

“I know,” Rat said, tapping away at his screen.

Bill frowned at something on the other side of the living room. Pam’s stuff, all her pictures and pig figurines, had been taken off the shelves, windowsills, and tables and had been packed in boxes, stacked in one corner. Some of the boxes were marked with Candy’s name as well.

“Haven’t seen you at church,” Rat said.

“Rat, I don’t go to church.” Bill didn’t think Rat went either, but maybe that had changed.

Someone call him? Bill thought, looking again at the boxes. Why had Rat done all this?

“Pastor said it’s okay. It’ll all be restored. We’ll all be restored in the end.”

Bill’s stomach gurgled with hot acid. Something about the way Rat was talking, that flat voice. Something about how it was Rat who’d ended up sounding like the apathetic doctor and not him.

“All will be restored,” Rat repeated, nodding glassy-eyed at his Tether. “Except, you know, Candy. She didn’t have her own phone, but . . .”

Clearing his throat, Bill looked down at the shag carpet. Rat clearly wasn’t processing things normally. Bill probably wasn’t, either. An app that could control a steering wheel? A whole car? Impossible.

He wanted to deliver the news and get the hell out of there, go take a drink and crash at home. “Well, Rat, I just wanted to tell you, Candy and Pam are with the funeral director now, so if you’d like to go down there and make arrangements . . .”

“Already called him,” Rat said. “Already handled it.”

“Well,” Bill said, grimacing. That heartburn again. “I truly am sorry, Ray.”

Rat finally looked up. Instead of the blank face Bill would have expected, Rat beamed as if the sun were shining on him. “The Provider will bring ’em back—bring Pam back, you hear?”

“All right. Don’t be a stranger, Rat.”

He didn’t realize it until after he left: Usually Bill felt a sense of closure afterward. He’d do his part and feel terrible but resolved.

Tonight, though, as he left Rat McCurdy to his phone, Bill totally expected to see Candy playing outside in the yard or standing there around the corner of the trailer, waiting for someone to tell her she wouldn’t be going to jail, she wasn’t a bad guy after all.
  


 CHAPTER 18
 

 


Sarah’s Tether dinged and rang and vibrated all day long with texts and notifications of all kinds. One time it actually vibrated right off the girls’ room counter.

“That’s because you downloaded, like, a billion apps,” Anastasia said. She was helping Sarah set up her phone at one of the round tables in the library.

Sarah watched over Anastasia’s shoulder the whole time. “Is that why I keep getting creepy calls for some guy named John? Or he had the number first, maybe?”

“Probably,” Anastasia said. “Oh, wow, look at this app. I don’t even have this app. Why don’t I have this?”

“What?”

“NV Me.”

Sarah tried not to smile. “Oh, the popularity app?”

“So, what, it ranks us?”

“Yep,” Sarah said. Her own rank had increased simply because she’d bought a Tether. “Everything you do is worth points. Or negative points if you do something stupid.”

Anastasia’s lips pursed. “Why is Erica Tracy ranked higher than me?”

Sarah reached over and pressed Erica’s name in the leaderboard for the girls of Burnt Valley High. “You can see what they earned points for, what kind of achievements they’ve unlocked. Everything. There’s even one for volleyball. Or, like, for the guys, there’s football.”

“OMG,” Anastasia said. “That’s why.”

“What?”

“Erica Tracy. She’s been giving handies to Gary Pervier in the darkroom.” Anastasia scrolled down a few more achievements and said, “Oh my God, what a slut.”

She and Sarah laughed. Sarah didn’t say anything, but Anastasia wasn’t one to talk. She had done way worse with Gary Pervier, back when they were dating. With other boys, too.

Sarah was the only one in their group who hadn’t done anything with a boy, not below the waist. She’d barely done much above it.

“Look,” Anastasia said, “your stupid app’s calling Erica the most likely to be Homecoming Queen. What a bunch of crap.”

“Maybe you should start giving handies in the darkroom,” Sarah said.

“Funny.” Anastasia scrolled through the leaderboard, examining the record of every girl ranked higher than her. “No, I took photography last year.”

“Well, you’re fifth,” Sarah said, pointing out Anastasia’s standing below Erica Tracy’s. “The app gives you tips on how to be more popular. I don’t think it’d be hard to beat her.”

Anastasia picked up her pink Tether and compared it with Sarah’s side by side. “I don’t have the same app. All I can find is the NV Me scoreboard, that’s it. No full app.”

“Well, then, I can help you,” Sarah said.

Her phone vibrated.

“Wow,” Anastasia said, “you just earned points.”

“I did?”

Anastasia sneered. “So all you have to do is be nice to people?”

“Just people who count,” Sarah said, smiling.

Anastasia beamed. Whenever you flattered her, even her hair tended to blush. “Look,” she said, “you earned points even for that. You’re in the top ten!”

“Really?” Sarah leaned over her friend’s shoulder, enjoying the smell of Anastasia’s girly perfume. “Oh my God, I can’t believe it.” She never believed she’d make it into the top twenty of anything, let alone the top ten.

“It says here if you and I kiss . . .”

The girls met eyes, then giggled and looked away. But it left Sarah wondering. What else could she do to become more popular?

Later in class, she got her answer when her Tether rang. Mrs. Droullard stopped writing the complex number form (a + bi) on the board and looked over at Sarah. The whole class turned, too. Sarah scrambled for her purse to mute her phone.

“Wait,” said Mrs. Droullard, listening to the ringtone. “Is that The Cure?”

Sarah shrugged. She had no clue where the ringtone had come from. She certainly hadn’t set it. Just any time anyone called for that guy, John, this was the song that played.

“Well,” Mrs. Droullard said. “Aren’t you going to answer?”

Sarah, blushing, picked up. “Hello?”

“Hi,” a man began, “I’m—” He stopped talking as someone in the background, a young child, interrupted him. “Owen, please, I’m on the phone.”

“Who is this?” Sarah said.

All eyes were on her. This was how she’d felt in spelling bees as a kid, her face practically spotlighted by the audience, her opponents’ eyes drilling knives into her back.

“Sorry,” said Sarah’s mystery caller, “I’m calling for John Gunner. Do you know where I can find him?”

“No. I just got this number, like, last week,” she exaggerated. “Why do people keep calling me?”

“Oh, sorry,” the man said.

“God!” Sarah punched END CALL.

“ ‘Wrong Number’?” Mrs. Droullard asked.

“Yeah, for like the hundredth time. Sorry.”

“No, that’s the song.” Mrs. Droullard hummed a bit of it. “Pretty sure that’s The Cure.”

“I wish there was a cure,” Sarah said, and even though it wasn’t funny, even though she thought it was actually kind of lame, the entire class erupted. Sarah, dazed and looking around, snickered too.

They weren’t laughing at her. Probably for the first time she’d amused them. And according to NV Me and her vibrating phone, Sarah had just earned ten points for <Class Clown.>



* * *



“So, JJ, I hear you’ve been having trouble with bullying,” Mrs. Keeler said, looking down at her phone. “This says there’s been a dip in your academic performance, especially in Computer Science. Is there anything you’d like to talk about?”

“Oh, you got your earwig,” JJ said, tapping his own headset. He’d heard Bill call them earwigs over The Enormous Television and he’d stolen it, he liked it so much.

Mrs. Keeler looked up from the report on her Tether. “JJ. While I would love to talk accessories with you, I’m concerned. Maybe if we talked about the source of the bullying, we could address that at least?”

“No, I’m good,” JJ said. “No, really.”

“JJ—”

“Besides, who cares about those nut jobs? I skinned one of their cats, who gives a crap?”

Mrs. Keeler’s earwig blinked green. She, on the other hand, never blinked. “JJ, are you saying you’ve hurt someone’s pet?”

He met her eyes for a second. He knew that she knew, because they’d talked about it before, one of the first signs of a serial killer in children was the killing of small pets. Mrs. Keeler fixed him with her keen green eyes, much like a cat’s.

“I’m kidding,” JJ said, shutting off his Tether when she looked; he’d found a cool new app and had been researching school security and looking up Richard Clement’s class schedule. “I didn’t really skin it, it was a stupid game.”

JJ didn’t break eye contact with her, but he could tell Mrs. Keeler was trying to make him break. He wondered if she knew the truth.

The truth was that Meg Disney hadn’t come to school Tuesday or today, and JJ, along with probably the entire school, had seen what she’d posted on Follow: <Whoever did this, we’ll find u and skin u2!>

JJ had nearly thrown up when he’d seen the picture attached to Meg’s post. Her cat still looked grumpy, even without its lips.

At times, JJ felt vindicated for hurting Meg back. Yet other times he couldn’t tell the difference between what was real and what was something in a game.

Some of JJ’s other friends had been into animal cruelty. He’d seen the Dick shoot dogs with a BB gun more than once. The Dick had even tried to shoot Barksdale, but JJ had kicked the gun.

The Dick, he thought. The Dick was the one he should have hurt, not Meg. He knew the Dick and Meg shared a class, which was why he’d been looking up the Dick’s schedule. He could make this up to her, he knew he could.

“JJ,” Mrs. Keeler said, holding up her Tether. “What does this look like to you?”

“A Rorschach,” he said. He’d seen them all the time on the internet.

“Hmm,” Mrs. Keeler said, “yes, well, it’s actually a coronal scan of the brain. It’s just stylized as an inkblot. Does the pattern remind you of anything, JJ?”

He studied it. JJ thought he saw a frowning cat’s face in the ink, but then shook his head. “No. Not really.”

Mrs. Keeler nodded. “It’s the symmetry that makes inkblots resemble different things: a butterfly, a face. It’s symmetry that gives form and meaning. But take that away . . .” She flicked to the next inkblot, which was only half a brain. “What does it look like now?”

“Like someone spilled ink.”

Mrs. Keeler’s green eyes twinkled as she sat forward. “Exactly. It looks like an accident. That’s because it takes action, JJ. Intent. That’s what gives things meaning.”

With her finger, Mrs. Keeler grabbed one corner of the image onscreen and folded it, then unfolded it so the inkblot left a mirrored impression of itself. “This one’s a horizontal slice of the brain, but still a brain, still symmetrical. So, JJ, now what do you see?”

He squinted at it. “A face?”

“Is that a question?”

The impression of eyes, nose, and mouth bled in and out of focus, as if JJ’s eyes, or perhaps the Tether itself, were playing tricks on him.

“I don’t know,” he said, sitting back, trying not to look at it too hard. It was making him seasick.

Mrs. Keeler showed him more, a whole series of inkblot brains. With each blot, the impression of a face became sharper, clearer. At first it looked like the same face, until more and more unique features surfaced in the ink and JJ realized it had been a new face every time.

He began to recognize them. And something very bad had happened to each one.

“What do you see?” Mrs. Keeler kept asking, stroking her finger across the Tether’s oily glass.

Each time, each blot, JJ told her “nothing,” he didn’t see anything at all, because he didn’t know whether this was real or a product of his diseased mind.

And what would that say about him, really? About his imagination.

Finally, when JJ had reduced his answer to nothing more than a shake of his head, Mrs. Keeler sighed.

“There is no wrong answer, JJ. Whatever the first thing is that pops into your mind.”

“I don’t know,” he said. He swallowed thick, metallic spit, feeling sick to his stomach, sicker than the first time he’d looked at Meg’s Grumpier Cat update. “What do you think it is?” he asked, hoping Mrs. Keeler’s answer would prove that the faces were all in his mind.

She tilted the phone so she could see the blot. “I see brains,” she said. JJ flinched at the word. “I always see brains. I can’t see them for anything more than what they are.”

He frowned. He couldn’t tell what that meant. Did she see the pattern, or just the stylized brain scans? Did she see what he saw, the deeper image, the faces he faced almost every day on the bus, in the cafeteria, in the boys’ room and in class? The teachers. The students. Mini Mark and the Dick. Did she see Meg Disney and Mrs. Keeler herself, and all those faces in the cafeteria that had laughed? Mr. Beach from Computer Science. JJ’s dad. What did she see?

All of their eyes were open and staring but not aware, fish eyes, mouths drawn. On each and every one of them, a spray of ink shot out the back of their heads, ending in an ink splatter.

Why, how, when, and by whom?

JJ didn’t know.

He didn’t care.

“Can we just—”

“There’s one more,” Mrs. Keeler said, flicking to the last image in the Rorschach test, another asymmetrical one. It looked like half a face. “Fold it,” she said.

Trying not to tremble, JJ reached out with his fingertip. When he wouldn’t follow through, Mrs. Keeler took his finger and pulled it to the screen. Her cold, moisturized hand moved his finger, but just for a second before he finished the rest by himself. JJ folded the image in half, then let it unfold.

Mrs. Keeler’s earwig blinked, the same green as her eyes. “And now, JJ? What do you see?”

Though finally symmetrical, this last blot exhibited some asymmetry. JJ’s head, symmetrical as a head should be, spurted ink out to the left. And on the other side, the blot depicted JJ’s hand. Holding a gun.
  


 CHAPTER 19
 

 


“Hey, Bill,” JJ said from the adjacent booth as Cathy poured Bill’s morning coffee. “When that kid killed all those people. You know, at HMS? Were you the one who, um, shot him?”

Upholstery creaked beneath Steve. “JJ.”

Bill picked up his coffee. “Thanks, Cath.”

“Why would you even ask that?”

JJ shrugged.

“I was the first one on the scene,” Bill said, “yes.”

“Why’d he, uh, how’d he do it?”

“Uh . . .”

“That’s enough,” Steve said. He turned back to Bill. “Sorry.”

“No problem.”

But Steve could see the lines around Bill’s mouth, the bags under his eyes, and Bill kept fidgeting with the breast pocket of his uniform, where something crinkled inside.

Cathy started walking away without taking Steve’s order.

“Oh, hey, Cath. Can I get a bagel?”

“Oop—sorry, hon, you got to order through your Tether.”

“Really? What if I don’t have one?”

“Sorry, hon.”

Steve watched her disappear into the back. “What’s up with her? They firing her, too?”

“Nope,” Bill said, “they cut her hours back.” He held up his Tether, where, onscreen, the diner menu appeared. Bill, just one minute ago, had ordered and paid for his bacon and eggs, all with a few taps onscreen.

“You mean they outsourced their cashier to The Phone Company,” Steve said, “that’s what you’re saying.”

“Basically.”

“You know, I expect that from a chain like O’Donald’s.”

“Heard about that. Sorry.”

Steve shrugged. “So on that app, who do you think gets the tip?”

“You know what? I didn’t think about that—crap.” Bill checked his phone.

Steve didn’t know why he bothered. Any gratuity got dumped straight into licensing that app, he was sure of it. The diner had probably shaved off some of Cathy’s paycheck into it, too.

Just one more reason to hate the people who’d ruined what was practically a family tradition.

“You know what,” Steve said, “I can’t even teach my students anymore, their Tether does that.”

Bill nodded but flicked at his screen.

“You should’ve seen some of these online courses, you wouldn’t believe it. They’re all automated.”

“Hmm?”

“Automated emails if students aren’t turning in their work. Multiple choice tests that grade themselves. And the essay exams, they’re jokes.”

“Sounds like it.”

“Yeah. They basically grade by whether or not the computer can prove, you know, from, like, comparing it to samples online, that the paper isn’t plagiarized. That’s it. No human assessment of any kind. No real interaction.”

“It’s not no real interaction,” Sarah said from the other booth. “We can chat with each other at any time. You can find your friends anywhere, basically.”

“Yeah,” Cathy said, setting down Bill’s plate, joining the conversation as if she’d always been a part of it. “It’s like everything these days has a Follow.”

Steve rolled his eyes at Bill, who was still pretending to pay attention. “Great. So while our kids are supposed to be studying, taking their fully automated quizzes—”

“Heh.”

“—they’re chatting with their friends online, probably sharing answers.”

“Pretty much,” Bill said. He picked at his eggs.

“Are you roaming yet?” Cathy asked. It took Steve a second to realize she was talking to him.

“Huh? Oh, yeah. Since yesterday. I saw it pop up.”

“The little yellow sign?”

“Yep.”

“Well, hon, you can sign up under me if you want.”

“Oh, thanks, Cath.”

“I’m trying to break The Provider’s Top Twelve.”

“Yeah? Cool, you win a kewpie doll for that?”

Steve had expected her to laugh. Cathy had always told him she grew up in the mountains at a higher elevation, which made her lungs work extra hard, which made her ribcage grow bigger than normal, so she’d always had a bigger heart. She usually proved her theory with her deep belly laugh. Steve had been hugged by Cathy before, so he believed her.

Today, though, she didn’t laugh. She gave Steve a pursed look, kind of stressed, kind of pissed off. Without another word, she disappeared into the back.

“I think she’s mad at me,” Steve said, turning to Bill. But Bill was no better than the kids this morning, his nose buried in his phone.

“Heartburn?” Steve said, knowing the real reason Bill hadn’t finished a breakfast since Tuesday.

“Huh? Oh.” Bill must’ve seen him eying the bacon, because he set his Tether down and took a bite.

“Bar tonight?” Steve asked after Bill had a chance to chew.

“On a Thursday?”

“Just for a drink. Er, couple drinks,” Steve said.

Bill swallowed the bacon as if the pieces were sharp. For a guy who found any joke about alcohol funny, Bill sure wasn’t laughing.

“I’m not looking to get smashed,” Steve said. “Just hammered.”

“Uh. Yeah, we’ll see.”

Steve shut up and let Bill disappear into his phone. Everyone needed a distraction from time to time. Steve could appreciate that. For example, he really did need to go get smashed. And hammered. Then maybe shitfaced following that.

Cathy brought out the kids’ plates next. Sarah and JJ were so absorbed in their Tethers their meals steamed, ignored.

Stomach grumbling, but only partially from hunger, Steve looked out at PCo’s data center, the brick fortress where all the town founders used to rest in peace.

Which reminded him, what had they done with all those bodies?



* * *



<Slut> JJ texted.

Sarah glanced at him across the diner booth. He didn’t look up, his eyes, as always, hidden by his hat.

She thought for a second, thumbs crouched and ready to pounce. She smiled to herself once she finally thought of a comeback. <At least my phone isn’t my only friend.>

<It’s not ur only boyfriend either> JJ shot back. He was quicker than she was, could text quicker.

Sarah stretched her wrists back and forth, staring at the screen where she’d laid it on the table before her. She took another glance at her brother. <Why u asking Bill about HMS?> she started to type. But she deleted it. She didn’t really want to talk about that, not really. And, honestly, would he tell her the truth?

<Like they say> she typed instead, <it’s better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all. Oh, I forgot. U love the dick.>

Sarah had left the word “dick” lowercased, wondering whether her brother was smart enough to read it both ways. He was pretty stupid.

<Oh hey, sis, in ur Follow profile under first kiss, why’s it say “little brother”?> JJ grinned at her from his corner of the booth. She tried not to let the flush go to her face, tried not to let her thumbs race as she opened up Follow.

<Did u hack me?!> she texted back when she found out he was right.

<Nope. Follow rolled out an update.>

<WTHeck!> she texted, a habit Sarah had adopted a long time ago, back when JJ would tell on her any chance he got.

<The “About Me” stuff only tells the truth now> JJ said. <U can’t change it.>

WTF, Sarah thought, glad she could still think it at least. She tried to change her profile, but JJ was right. It wouldn’t let her.

When Sarah had first set up her account, years ago, her dad made her leave a lot of the personal information blank. He’d kind of scared her into it with stories about chat room predators and Craigslist killers.

She’d hated him for it at the time, but after what had happened, after that sick bastard at HMS had used those kids’ social profiles to build his list, and especially now, now that she was in high school and everyone had their nose in everything you did, Sarah secretly thanked her dad for being a control freak. With the update, though, all that security changed.

All of Sarah’s personal data had been auto-filled. Her address, her mobile number, her top ten movies. Which sucked because one of those was actually The
Little Mermaid.

It got worse.

Follow now listed her GPA, her exact location via GPS coordinates, and, more embarrassingly, her weight and percentage of body fat. Now not only did everyone know her pants size and that she had the theatrical tastes of a pre-adolescent girl, everybody knew this as well: her brother had been her first kiss.

It didn’t tell the story, though, the piece of shit. When younger, Sarah and JJ had played truth or dare with the older Anderson boy, Sam, who Sarah liked. When Sam asked her the question, she thought she’d say dare and he’d say, “Kiss me.” Instead, Sam, not yet interested in girls, had said, “Kiss your brother. And it’s got to be on the mouth.”

Sarah’s dreamboat, being older and seemingly wielding some authority, had shamed her into following the rules. And that was one of the first things she’d learned about boys: They were jerks.

Her Tether dinged, a notification from NV Me. It dinged again and again, vibrating wildly. Feeling like she might dry heave, Sarah opened the app only to see her popularity, not falling as she’d feared, but rising.

She couldn’t believe it. With each ding, a golden <100 Pts!> appeared from a puff of smoke and rose up on little flapping wings, followed by an explanation of her earnings.

<Ears burning?!>

<Ears burning?!>

<Brother Kisser! Achievement unlocked!!!>

Instantly the program generated memes of her and posted them on every friend’s page, tagging her. Brother Kisser, the Demotivational Poster. Brother Kisser frenching Grumpy Cat. Frenching Grumpier Cat, too, Comic Sans Lips.

People were talking about her, then. That was why she was earning points. Somehow, in some perverse alternate universe, people were making her more popular by stabbing her in the back.

<ROFL!> they typed.

<OMG what a skank!>

And things much worse. Yet Sarah’s rank slid up and up. It was like they said, no publicity is bad publicity.

Somehow, Anastasia had climbed the ranks, as well. She had beaten Erica Tracy as <Most Likely to be Homecoming Queen.> In fact, she was number one. Sarah slid up behind her, right into the second slot.

Next to Anastasia’s name, Sarah noticed a button in the shape of a downward-pointing arrow. She punched it, attempting to downvote Anastasia Disney. After all, Sarah had read about it online: apparently, the votes were anonymous, and this was her first real stab at the top.



* * *



Out the diner window, Bill saw the Martian’s moving van pulling out of the data center.

“Holy shit,” he said, legs scrambling out from under the table. He flicked eggs everywhere and Steve shrank back, trying not to get hit. “Sorry. I gotta . . .” Bill jammed down his hat and took off, boots clomping toward the door.

“Goodbye,” Steve said behind him.

Bill’s breath steamed in the cold morning air. “Hey, Aaron, I’m going to follow up on something, all right?”

“Okay, Bill, but don’t forget: you wanted me to remind you there’s still the report to finish for Pam’s insurance company.”

“Yeah, I know. Thanks. I’ll check in afterward.”

“All right, Bill.”

He peeled out of the lot.

The diner sat on the outskirts of Cracked Rock, positioned to catch people on the way in and on the way out—just like Harcum’s graveyard. Marvin’s van had been heading into town.

Bill sped that way, shooting a look down each road and up every driveway, skimming each and every parking lot.

The church, he thought.

Mountain View sat way on the other side of Burnt Valley.

So did the PCo store.

That’s where, Bill thought, pushing the speed limit down Main Street. He flicked on his lights and blew through the stoplight they’d installed for O’Donald’s.

The speed limit after that was posted forty-five. It was basically woods till the church. Bill pushed eighty.

“Crap!” he said, coming around a corner.

School bus ahead. Flashing red stop sign, kids running across the road.

Bill honked.

Startled, one of the smaller boys dropped his backpack—right into a mud puddle. The kid, crying and dripping dirty water all down his pants, grabbed the pack and hurried onto the bus. The bus driver retracted the stop sign and pulled into a gravel turnout.

Bill waved as he sped past, keeping an eye out for any kids on the shoulder or playing in the road around their driveways.

At the church, he pulled into the lot and circled around so he could see the rear of the building. No van. No cars in the lot at all, actually, not this early. Nothing moving through the cemetery, either, at least not that he could see.

Bill zipped across the street to the PCo store, the old car lot, which was still papered over and closed for remodeling. The work crew wasn’t even there yet, lights all off.

He picked at the junior deputy star stuck to the back of his Tether. He go home, or . . .?

It was worth a shot.

Bill sped over to the junkyard.

Marvin’s CLOSED sign hung off the old rotting oak, but Bill drove in anyway. His search warrant had been declined, but so what? That didn’t mean he couldn’t pay a visit.

Or worse, he thought with a grin. Because there it was. The moving van. Parked right there in the lot with its back door wide open.

Bill hopped out, glancing around the dump. Nothing moving but the weeds. A quick peek into the van told him that the Martian wasn’t anywhere nearby.

In the back of the van, the ramp had been pulled down to the gravel lot. Bill tromped up it. He sniffed and took a look around the cargo hold.

There.

In the far corner.

A dusty pile.

Bill scooped up a few of the little white prills, which crushed like snowballs into a crystallized powder.

Bingo.

The fertilizer hadn’t been soaking in fuel, but who cared? He now knew what Rat had lied to him about.

In the shelter of the van, Bill hid for a second, searching his Tether for a particular app. He flicked past pages of crap like the Go Nuclear app, and Zombie Crack, where you got to shoot all the living dead townspeople of Cracked Rock in the head.

“There,” he said, punching the lie detector app. He tested it first. “I’m an alcoholic.”

<True.>

He thought for a second, then added, “Janice Gregory was just a good friend.”

<True.>

That one actually stung. He’d expected <False>, but the truth was he and Janice had been nothing but good friends.

The lie detector suggested a follow-up question. <Did you want to be more than friends?>

Wishing he had chosen softer hardballs to throw at himself, Bill climbed down out of the van, and, drawing his gun, he went a’hunting.

He checked the Martian’s trailers first, checked the range and refrigerator graveyards after that, then the salvage yard and the noxious weed garden left to grow amok in rows of old toilets.

“Marvin!” he called out, starting his second tour of the yard. “Hey, Marv!”

Bill even checked down the Dead Zone, Marv’s maze of copper, aluminum, and lead. He moved those crates of old lead paint, and a few other suspicious boxes down the way, but even with Steve’s description of the place, Bill had no clue where to find Marv’s little hidey-hole, his Shack of Silence. The place was a big maze.

He picked again at the junior deputy star.

“Oh, shit,” he said, finally understanding the significance of the empty van, why it had been leaving the data center.

This time when Bill tore back across the valley, there was no school bus.

“Aaron, I need backup at Harcum. The data center. You should call PCo, too, get those people the hell out of there. And get a bomb squad on the phone.”

“Oh my God, Bill, what’s wrong?”

He slowed down through an intersection. There was one oncoming car, but it was a ways back. Bill shot across. “I’m hoping not another false alarm,” he said.

Bill made it to the data center before any of his backup could arrive. He was surprised the PCo employees weren’t lined up outside in the evacuation area, shivering in the cold. Although he didn’t see any cars in the parking lot.

The brick fortress had one door, a solid fire door. No windows. Just a retinal scan and a camera looking down from the brick.

“It’s Deputy Bill Biggs!” he shouted, hammering on the door. “Please, we need to evacuate!”

No answer.

He tried a few more times, then looked into the camera.

“There’s been a bomb threat, please open up!”

Nothing.

“Damn it,” Bill said, scanning the empty lot. No one here? Didn’t matter. There was a ton of money in property right here. All that brick? Not to mention the millions of dollars of hardware and data inside.

Bill strode around the building, looking for any targets where the bomb might be planted, like a junction box or propane tank; a gas line of any kind. Anything someone might target to maximize damage. He didn’t see any such utilities. Just smooth brick walls, no power lines whatsoever.

Underground? Bill thought.

Fiber optics for the communications?

By the time backup arrived, Bill was making his way uphill where Harcum had hidden his dead Indians. He looked back, trying to get a peek at the PCo roof. Albeit, he had no clue how Marvin could possibly have hoisted a fertilizer bomb up there. Usually those types of bombs, a mix of fertilizer and fuel, were stored in a collection of fifty-gallon drums.

Deputy Caruthers waved to him from the lot. Bill waved back and pulled out his Tether. He opened the Spyglass app, feeling a twinge when he saw the icon, the tiny pair of novelty binoculars.

“What the hell?” Bill said, zooming in on the PCo roof. No AC unit, no fans. No heater or conduit of any kind. No ventilation system. Instead of a liquid membrane or some other kind of normal roofing, the top of the PCo data center was constructed of pure brick. He’d never seen anything like it.

Still under construction?

Bill had thought they’d finished the building, but then again no one had come to the door. This would explain it. Cursing, Bill started downhill toward Caruthers.

<FML> he texted Aaron.

A second later his earwig buzzed.

“Everything all right?” Aaron asked when Bill picked up.

“Yeah, I’m thinking of calling this off.”

“False alarm?”

“Starting to look like it. You already . . .”

“I did. The bomb squad’s on its way.”

“From Helena?”

“Missoula.”

“Damn it. All right.”

“Sorry, Bill.”

“Hey, not your fault. You ought to get someone from PCo to let the squad in, sweep the inside of the building just in case, and, uh . . .”

Bill stopped walking.

“Bill?”

“I’ll call you back.”

“O—” she began, but Bill hung up.

On the road defining the eastern border of the property, Barksdale was trotting north, up the hill.

“Biggs, what the hell?” Caruthers called from the parking lot. Bill waved him away, jumped the ditch, and followed Barksdale up the mountain.
  


 CHAPTER 20
 

 


Kids flooded the hall, and JJ used The Wand to scan their hoodies and coats, their backpacks and secret pockets. He scanned lockers, too, in each of the main halls: sixth, seventh, eighth grade. He spotted a few well-concealed knives, but no guns.

Not for the first time, JJ wished he were in high school. Surely, they’d have guns. It was right there in their music.

Cars, he thought, and headed outside.

Cars were still pouring in, dropping kids off. JJ started toward the lot.

Surely, someone in the faculty or staff was a card-carrying gun enthusiast. The janitor, Red Beard? There was a rifle rack in the back window of his Dodge. He kept the rack empty at school, but who knew what he hid under the seat?

Right outside the main entrance, JJ ran into a group of kids on the front lawn.

“Look at it!” the Dick said, standing at the core of the group. “What the hell’s it doing?”

JJ followed the Dick’s finger into the sky. A prop plane circled HMS like some buzzard, drawing something in white mist.

“I saw an older girl,” one of the sixth graders said. “She was using her phone to control an airplane.”

The Dick hocked a wad of phlegm on the grass. “Bollocks,” he said, all without ever looking down.

“No, it’s true,” a sixth-grader girl chimed in. “I was there.”

“Yeah, and I can drive our lawnmower with my phone.”

“Shut up, seventh-grader,” the Dick said, punching the kid in the arm. “It’s doing something, look.”

The plane made its last flourish before taking off, trailing mist.

“Is that a heart?” the sixth-grader girl asked.

The Dick smiled. “A heart with a penis stabbed through it.”

“You’re a penis,” JJ said.

The group of kids laughed—until the Dick planted another fist in the seventh-grader’s arm.

“Oh, hey there, Sister Kisser,” the Dick said, leering. This time when the kids laughed, the Dick didn’t punch any arms. But the seventh-grader did flick him a wary glance.

Let them laugh, JJ thought.

The sound would echo in his head, and he’d see more inkblots, more stylized brains, cackling.

Let them.

He sighed at the writing in the sky. Here someone had all this power literally at their fingertips, and they used it to draw a stupid arrow through an even stupider heart.

JJ stepped toward the lot, waving The Wand over the rows and rows of cars, trucks, and vans.

“Bell,” the Dick said as it started ringing. All the other kids began flocking inside.

When the Dick realized JJ wasn’t coming, he stopped at the double glass doors. “I’ll tell your dad I saw you skipping,” he said with a smirk. JJ returned the smile as the Dick held the door for him.



* * *



Huffing it up the hill after Barksdale, Bill tried to figure everything out. Either Mrs. Hayworth had failed him at math, or the answer to two plus two had changed, because nothing was adding up.

The fertilizer.

The moving van.

The data center and its puzzling construction.

And the bomb . . .

Where the hell had Marvin stashed his bomb? Bill had checked the obvious spots, so where the hell was it? And why had the Martian visited the data center if not to blow it up?

It didn’t make sense.

Courthouse, Bill thought. That was one place he hadn’t checked, a frequent target of the Martian’s protests. Schools, too, I guess.

Bill quickly discarded that thought. Sure, Marvin had tried to blow up the PCo tour bus right outside HMS, but blowing up a bunch of innocent kids for no reason?

No way, Bill thought as Barksdale kept hiking toward HMS.



* * *



JJ sat in the back of Mr. Zeitlow’s class. It made it easier to hide his Tether behind the table, the kind with the sink and burners built into it.

His Tether had buzzed, a push notification from Drones. Apparently, another player, someone named Fenstermacher, had given him a gift to download. A brand-new map.

<Cracked Rock, MT> was now in the list of battlefields.

“Cells are the fundamental units of life,” Mr. Zeitlow was saying. JJ pretended to pay attention for a second, then looked down again at his phone.

He joined the battle at Cracked Rock. The war hadn’t started yet, but he had a mission: Find a gun. He checked his arsenal and found one weapon. A Tether.

The phone in the game came equipped with the same apps as JJ’s, including The Wand. He found he could walk his character around the halls at HMS, scanning lockers for guns. As he passed the main office, he caught his character’s reflection in the window.

He’d recognize that face from anywhere. It’d been on the news, in the papers, and all over the net. It usually showed up every time people got upset about gun control.

The boy in the glass, see-through like a ghost, was the HMS shooter, the alien, Jaime Vedder.



* * *



<Aaron calling> Aaron 2 said.

Bill nearly cried out. “I thought I shut you off.” He didn’t even have the Dragnet glasses with him, just the earwig. The glasses sat in his cruiser, way back in the PCo parking lot. He was almost to HMS.

“Ignore,” Bill said, sending Aaron’s call to voicemail.

<Answering> Aaron 2 said.

“No—ignore!”

“Excuse me?” Aaron said.

“Oh, hey, Aaron.” Bill rolled his eyes at Barksdale when the German shepherd looked back, mid-trot.

“Why haven’t you answered my calls?”

“Sorry. Right in the thick of it here.”

“Are you running?” Aaron asked.

Felt like it. “Walking uphill. Look, just have the squad sweep the building. I’ll report back.”

“They already swept it.”

“Really? Someone come and let them in?”

“Nope. They knocked. PCo let them right inside.”

“You gotta be kidding me.”

“I guess you didn’t knock hard enough.”

“Well, did they find anything?” Bill said.

“No. Bill, what’s going on? Caruthers said you ran off.”

He breathed heavily for a moment, hoofing it up the last rise to HMS, the citadel on the hill. The Noble Miner waved to him from the flag.

“I guess that makes sense,” Bill said to himself. “Barks would’ve pointed it out if something were there.”

He could hear Aaron stop typing in the background. “Wait, that’s why you ran off? To follow Steve’s dog?”

“Look, I know the sheriff’s probably pissed—”

“You called in a bomb squad, Bill.”

“I know, but listen, I’m following Barks now. Caruthers and those guys can handle their own with the bomb squad, I’m sure—”

“And the bomb squad commander? Can they handle their own with him?”

“Sheriff can. That’s his plate. And I’ll answer for myself, you know I will. I just want to follow up on one more lead. Then I’ll be there for the sheriff to throw me under the bus or whatever it is he’s got to do.”

At the crest of the hill, Barksdale disappeared into the parking lot. Bill didn’t see anyone loitering around the school grounds.

All in class, he thought.

“Hey, Bill,” Aaron said. “Hold on a sec.”

He heard her hand cover the mic of her headset, followed by her muffled voice. She said something about taking a bathroom break, and when she came back on, she was practically whispering.

“Bill, I thought I should tell you. It’s more than just today. What with the warrant and you harassing Marvin and Rat—”

“Harassing?”

“Not my words, but yes. For some reason, you refuse to do the background check for Dragnet, and then there was the accident.”

“I’m fine,” Bill said.

<Would you like to consent to the background check?> Aaron 2 butted in.

“No.”

“What?” Aaron said.

“No background check.”

Aaron didn’t say anything for a second. “Why, though?”

Bill sighed.

“Everyone else, they had no problem.”

“Not true,” Bill said. “I mean, can you explain to me how the hell a pair of glasses knows how many affairs someone’s had? Like Caruthers, how the hell did it know all that?”

“He did it through websites,” Aaron said.

“So? What does it do, send moles or whatever, looking for anything he’s ever done?”

“I don’t know how it works, Bill.”

“And who the hell should know stuff like that anyway, ’sides his wife?”

“I just thought I should tell you,” Aaron said. “I heard the sheriff say you were under too much stress.”

She didn’t have to say what that meant. It was code for Bill would probably be taking some “time off” soon. And maybe the sheriff would make him see the shrink. Again.

“I just thought I should tell you. I’m worried about you,” Aaron said. Bill heard the toilet flush and knew the conversation was over.

They hung up and Bill spotted Barks in the lot, lifting his leg and dousing someone’s car tire.

Lunch lady’s, Bill thought, recognizing the car and license plate. Barksdale went to another vehicle in the lot. Red Beard’s truck. He sniffed at the tire before giving it a splash, too.

“Seriously, this is what you brought me here for? To pee on some cars?”

Barks ignored him. He marked one last vehicle, Steve’s, then led Bill behind the school to the baseball diamond, to the pasture beyond. From there, they ducked through a fence and walked through a rest area, which marked a trailhead to one of the many nature trails in the county.

This trail led up into the trees of Cracked Mountain. Bill had hiked it many times before. Not only was it the most scenic route to the quarry, it also paralleled Broken Road to the mine. Bill followed Barksdale up to the old gravel road via a steep deer trail. From there, he looked down at Marvin’s junkyard.

The moving van.

It had been moved.

The mine? Bill thought. Is Marv trying to hide it there? Is that why Barks is . . .?

The shepherd stopped about halfway up the road. He sat down, craned around, and started licking himself. He looked up when Bill made a disgusted sound.

“Done yet?”

Barks stared at him for a second, leg slowly lowering. But then it kicked up again, and he kept licking his crotch.

Bill threw up his hands.

“Great.”

When he’d first seen Barks heading up the hill, away from the data center, he’d thought, finally, no more chasing geese around the valley; Barks would take him right to it.

Finally, Bill would have proof that he wasn’t crazy. Proof that this heartburn, which had been getting worse the last couple weeks, and even worse since Tuesday, wasn’t indigestion.

Something wasn’t right. Hadn’t been for a while now. And it wasn’t just this case. The sheriff, the deputies, Rat, and Marv; Clive and Mrs. Hayworth—even Aaron seemed different somehow, not as chatty. Steve, he was always Steve. But Steve’s kids?

The whole town seemed to have shifted right underneath Bill’s feet, leaving everything slightly to the left of where it ought to be. He kept stumbling around, banging his shins on things. Now even Barksdale seemed to have changed.

Bill didn’t like it. He couldn’t handle the earth shattering under him, not again. And he knew it was going to. It was like Steve with his blood pressure: Bill could feel it, the mercury levels were rising.

With a crunch of gravel, Barksdale got up and kept walking. Bill glanced back down the mountain, trying to decide whether or not following the old police dog was worth it.

Damn it, he thought, and a few minutes later he and Barks arrived at the mouth of Empty Mine.

Broken Road ended here in a huge flat spot, littered with beer cans, food wrappers, and shotgun shells. Some logs sat around an old fire pit where kids had thrown a party. Bill could still make out pieces of the pallets they’d burned.

At the back of the flat spot, in a niche cut into the mountain, a small fir tree clung to the dirt and rock above the mouth of the mine, its roots exposed, part tendril, part claw, divining for water and life.

Barksdale walked right into the mine.

“Barks!” Bill said.

The click of the dog’s nails faded down the stone throat as he disappeared into the dark. Bill pulled out his flashlight and peeked into the dank mouth of the mine—only to spotlight a man’s face grinning back.
  


 CHAPTER 21
 

 


Sarah was between periods. She had always felt this way about the library, nestled deeply in great books. Now she sought a different escape.

She was in hiding behind the tall sides of the study carrel, behind the taller shelves. In her stomach pouch, her Tether became a kicking baby.

Sarah still ranked among the top five on NV Me, according to the scoreboard. She had become a hashtag, as well:

 


#BrotherKisser

 


The meme had gone viral.

She’d been tagged in hundreds of photos since breakfast, photos she never even knew existed. Apparently, Follow no longer allowed her to remove tags. It also automatically friended anyone who sent requests, and Sarah had received a few hundred in less than an hour. Not just people from her school, either. Complete strangers. People from Pennsylvania, people from New York. Lea from Croatia, and this soldier boy in Mali. With every new friend, NV Me buzzed, awarding Sarah more points.

Over the partition walls of the library, she could hear the crowd quieting down and thinning out in the hallways as everyone filtered into class. Sarah got up to leave, picking up her things.

Anastasia stood right behind her.

“Oh my God, you scared me.”

Anastasia didn’t respond. Her bloodshot eyes gleamed between red, puffy eyelids and tangles of blonde hair. Her earwig blinked through the rats.

“I know it was you,” Anastasia said when Sarah tried to step around.

“Would you move? I’ve got to get to class.”

“Look!” Anastasia said, thrusting her Tether in Sarah’s face. “I said look!”

Onscreen, Anastasia’s name ranked well below the tenth most popular girl. “I know it was you. You’re the only one with the full app. I know you can downvote.”

Sarah shook her head, partly to hide her trembling.

“ ‘Hey, Anastasia, ur such a dirty skank, why don’t u go drink bleach?’ ”

Sarah frowned. “What’s—”

Anastasia continued reading something off her Tether. “ ‘Hey, hope u get shot in the face, it’d be an improvement.’ ”

“What is this?” Sarah asked. “I don’t—”

“ ‘Hope u get the same cancer as my mom, u might actually lose some weight.’ ”

Sarah flinched.

What was this, some sort of prank?

“Three hundred and thirty-two messages like this,” Anastasia said, showing Sarah the texts.

Indeed, Sarah’s name was on each and every message. All from this morning. All around the time Sarah was downvoting Anastasia.

“Erica Tracy,” Sarah said. It was the only thing that made sense. The only messages Sarah had sent out that morning had been to her brother. Maybe Erica had messed with her phone or hacked her account or something.

“I’m not stupid,” Anastasia said, “it has your na—”

“I let her use my phone, you idiot.”

Anastasia blinked.

Sarah did, too. She’d surprised herself. Finally, she had put Anastasia in her place. But it was tenuous, based on a lie. She hadn’t really let Erica use her phone. Sarah was surprised, too, when, in her hoodie, NV Me buzzed against her stomach. She had just earned points.

For what, the lie?

“Erica wanted to see how she could raise her rank,” Sarah said, talking faster as the seed of the idea broke open. “She actually said she wanted to know how you got ahead of her, so . . . I loaned her my phone.”

“She used your NV Me?” Anastasia asked.

Yes, Sarah thought, hiding her smile.

NV Me continued to vibrate.

Anastasia shook the glaze out of her eyes, shook some of the crazy out of her hair. “No. Erica’s my best friend.”

Sarah felt the knife slipping back on her, between her ribs. The pang was followed by a flare in her veins, and suddenly she was trembling for an entirely different reason. “I’m your best friend. Me.”

Anastasia shook her head. “It was your name. Erica wouldn’t do that.”

“Really?” Sarah said, closing the gap. She had always been bigger than Anastasia, and she’d used that in volleyball, back when she played. She’d knocked Anastasia on her ass once, just with an “accidental” shoulder bump. “Who defended you when your mom found your cigarettes?”

“What? You’re the one who got me c—”

“And who didn’t tell the cops? I mean, you just left me there! Besides, why would I even do that? Why would I offer to help you beat Erica only to turn right around and spit in your face?”

Anastasia was still shaking her head, but her eyes had gone glassy and had started to well up with tears.

NV Me buzzed again.

Yes, Sarah thought. “I can’t believe it,” she said, knowing she couldn’t stop. “You actually think I’m that stupid? You think I’d send you those texts from my own phone and then play dumb? I had no clue they’d been sent!”

“Bitch,” Anastasia said.

For a second, Sarah thought Anastasia was talking to her. But she wasn’t. Anastasia’s eyes ticked back and forth on the floor where she was putting it all together.

“Why don’t you go yell at her,” Sarah said, “instead of crapping all over your best friend?”

“That bitch.” With all the grace of a drunk, Anastasia turned and marched off.

Wait, Sarah thought.

If Erica got any chance to defend herself . . .

“Anastasia, wait!”

But not even the door into Mrs. Hunnicutt’s class could stop Anastasia Disney. She locked onto Erica Tracy and flew over the desks.

“You bitch!”

With a handful of hair, Anastasia pulled Erica into the aisle, where students were scattering from the flurry of papers, math books, and press-on nail claws.

“Stop!” Sarah screamed, watching from the door. “Stop!”

NV Me buzzed and buzzed.



* * *



“You startled me,” Bill said, stepping back to let the man out of the mine.

Graham, he thought. That was the guy’s name. Bill had assumed Graham was only a tour bus driver, until he saw him the other day at the church.

Graham didn’t emerge all the way into the light. He stood inside the mouth of the mine, dressed in a black suit and blacker shadows. The smell of seep water and decomposing stone emanated around him in a cold breath.

Bill couldn’t tell because of some roots dangling down, but the guy seemed to be holding something black against his ear. An old black handset.

“How can I help you, Officer?” Graham said, lowering his hand; apparently, he was just scratching his ear.

“Pardon me,” Bill said, “I don’t mean to alarm you, but—”

“Yes, I’ve already heard.”

“News travels fast, huh?”

“Well, I was the one who let the bomb squad in, so, yes, I travel fast.” Graham grinned, his teeth catching the light.

Bill didn’t know how that was possible. He’d walked this entire road, he and Barksdale. How could Graham have talked to the bomb squad way back at the data center only to beat them to the mine? With no visible car, I might add.

How was that even possible?

“I hate to tell you this, but my bomb-sniffing dog led me here. I’m going to have to ask what business you have in the mine.”

“Oh, of course,” Graham said, and a Tether lit up his face from below. “We bought the mine claim.” He let Bill study the digital copy, then lowered his phone. “I can give you the number of the agent if you—”

“No, that’s fine. So PCo’s mining, then?”

Graham flashed another grin. “Gold is essential in circuitry, as I’m sure you know.”

“Yeah, I used to pan for it.”

“It’s a great conductor.”

“Yeah, I’ve got Google too,” Bill said, zeroing in on Graham’s leer. You know what, screw this guy. Bill wasn’t some pissant deputy sheriff.

“Our other major interest in the mine is to route some of our cables from the tower,” Graham said. “Some of the crevices in this area serve as fantastic conduits.”

Bill shaded his eyes and looked up at the tower. “You got the easements and perm—”

“I could show you all that as well, yes. But some of it would be in older records.”

“Older—”

“I don’t have copies of those on my phone.”

“Oh.”

“They’re on file with the county, if you’d like me to take you down there.”

“Oh,” Bill said, this time without the sarcastic tint. What Graham was saying had started to make sense.

“Some of our lines have been here since the beginning.”

“Yeah, I guess I’ve seen some of those easements.”

“I know you have. You probably have one on your property.”

“I’ve actually helped settle a dispute,” Bill said.

“Yes, I think I remember hearing about that. I’ve been with the company forever.”

It had been forever ago, Bill thought. Twelve years at least. Marvin had threatened to drop a ton of junk on top of a company truck, back when PCo had attempted to erect a telephone pole on his back twenty.

Except back then, no one knew the company as PCo. They knew it as the shell name given to the local utility: Continental Connect. It was the same name on all those easements. Good old ConCon.

“We’ve always had the easements,” Graham said. “The county enforced eminent domain, in the interest of the public good.”

“Oh, of course,” Bill said, “I agree.” He agreed that, without the invention of the telephone, the world might have been a much different place. In some respects, a much more dangerous and lonely one.

He frowned into the darkness behind Graham.

Why, then?

Why had Barksdale led him here?

And why now?

Bill pulled out his own Tether. “Have you seen this man anywhere near your tower, or anywhere near any other PCo property you might own? Especially any of the easements?”

Graham looked at the picture of Marvin and shook his head. “I know Marvin Jones.”

“You do?”

“I told you I remembered. In fact, I was the one who approached Marvin about his family plots at Harcum. I assure you, he hasn’t been anywhere near this mine or our tower. Neither has Rat.”

Impressive, Bill thought. Already knows his enemies. “You got 24-hour security then, or . . .?”

“Eyes, Officer Biggs. Eyes everywhere, even in the backs of our heads.”

There it was again, that condescending tone, doubled with the cold, dank smell of the earth. Bill crossed his arms, crinkling a wrapper in his breast pocket. “You’ll have to be more specific.”

“Cameras,” Graham said, showing him something else on his phone. “They detect motion, we review the film.”

Bill whirled to look, and his image on Graham’s Tether whirled around, too. “I can’t even see the camera,” Bill said, studying a stand of trees. All he saw was an old crow’s nest.

“We know exactly who’s been up here,” Graham said. “That dog, for example?”

“Barksdale?”

“Yes. Steve’s dog.”

“So you know Steve?”

“I know Barksdale is no longer a police dog,” Graham said with a sharper grin. Always with the grin. Bill didn’t even know how to respond.

On his phone, Graham queued up a clip of security footage, filmed in night vision. “Barksdale—not his original name, of course—comes in here approximately every other day. He laps up some of the water back there by the natural spring, he sniffs around, he eats anything the kids might have left behind; chip crumbs, things like that.”

Barksdale stopped for a second. His head whipped back, ears cocked, eyes fixed right on the camera.

“And then he leaves,” Graham said, and Barksdale disappeared through a crack. “Slips out another crevice at the back.”

“Yeah? And what’s back there?”

“The other side of the mountain.”

“That all?”

“Yes.”

“Huh.” Bill cleared his throat. “Well then, I ought to take a look around anyway. In the interest of safety.”

Graham stepped forward, blocking the entire mouth. “I’m sorry, Officer Biggs, but no.”

“Excuse me?”

“It’s more dangerous in here for you than it is for us.”

“That doesn’t exactly reassure me,” Bill said. “I’m going to have to ask you to step aside.”

Graham furrowed his brow and offered him a sideways smirk. “Deputy Biggs, have you been drinking?”

Bill didn’t let the change register on his face. “I’m on the job. What kind of question is that?”

“Yes, well, forgive me, but I fear you came up here under false pretenses. Do you even have a warrant?”

<To file an affidavit, first consent to the background check> Aaron 2 suddenly spoke. Bill said nothing.

There was something about this guy, something Bill recognized but couldn’t define.

He had dealt with this kind of creep before. Usually they were in his interrogation room. Always so smug. So self-assured you wouldn’t catch them in their lies, so confident you couldn’t ever trick them. Bill wanted to reach across and strangle Graham.

“I’m here,” Bill said, “because I care about this town, and I don’t like what’s happening. But I plan on being there to stop it when something does.” I have to be, he thought.

“Yes,” Graham said, “it is a special place, isn’t it? That’s why we picked it.”

“Yeah, and why’s that?” When Graham didn’t immediately answer, Bill jumped back in. “’Cause it seems like you’ve stirred up more crap than it’s worth.”

“Yes, well, we picked it because, unlike most towns, Cracked Rock wasn’t established because of its timber, or its deposits. It wasn’t based on any crops or natural springs. No, this town was built solely around the loss of Harcum’s wife.” Graham’s head turned toward the road as he spoke.

Bill heard it, too.

A truck climbing the hill.

“It started as a graveyard, Officer Biggs, a cemetery town. And we thought, hey, where else do people have such a desperate need for communication, such a deep craving for connection, other than a community founded entirely upon grief?” Graham’s head turned again. “Ah, there are the men now.”

Bill walked out near the fire pit to get a better look down a bend in the road. He couldn’t see the truck yet, but it was getting close enough he could hear the crunch of gravel.

Some of that gravel crunched right behind him. He felt a waft of the dank underground and then Graham’s breath.

“Today, they’re installing the seal.”

Seal, Bill thought, wondering where he’d heard that before. Then he saw the company truck coming up the hill, pulling a huge stone disc on a flatbed behind it. A cement mixer followed, and Bill understood.

“Believe me, it’s too dangerous in there to look around right now anyway,” Graham said. “We don’t even have that many hardhats.” Folding his hands politely behind his back, he turned to Bill. “Anything else I can do for you, Deputy?”

Bill frowned back at Empty Mine. “Just, uh, don’t seal Barksdale in, all right? Pretty sure Steve would sue you.”

Graham patted Bill on the shoulder. “We’ll double check, but I assure you, Barksdale is already on the other side.”

For a few minutes, Bill stood and watched other people work, wondering why the hell they’d use a stone disc for a door. He watched as the construction guys erected a mold for the concrete, then he started back down the hill, popping his second cough drop of the day. He might’ve burped if he thought it would help his nasty heartburn.

<Bee-lorp bee-lorp>

Back on the nature trail, Bill pulled out his Tether. Apparently, he’d left the lie detector running in the background. This time, he’d recorded Graham, the entire conversation—including the part where Bill had lied.


<Bee-lorp . . .>



* * *



< . . . bee-lorp>

JJ and his dad met eyes in the rearview. Slowly, JJ lowered the phone, hiding it with his body, and for the entire ride home he walked Jaime Vedder around the battlefield of Cracked Rock, MT, scanning houses with The Wand.
  


 CHAPTER 22
 

 


Bill sat in his driveway, poring over Graham’s test results. Aaron called. He pressed the button on his earwig and looked at the sunset. Up here, it had always reminded him of a painting of a valley, not a real view.

“You left before we could talk,” Aaron said.

“Oop, my bad.”

“I heard what happened. I’m so sorry.”

“Nah, not your fault.” Bill wasn’t surprised Aaron had heard. A stuffed antelope head had actually shifted on the office wall, Perkins had yelled at him so hard.

“You were just doing your job,” Aaron said.

“Yeah, which almost cost me my job.”

On mute, Bill let the polygraph skim through the conversation he’d had with Graham. The lines, even the ones for blood pressure and pulse, lay perfectly flat. Except when Bill talked. Whenever Bill talked, it was all cardiac distress. Judging by Graham’s portion of the graph, though, Bill had been talking with a dead man. Or a ghost, he thought.

“Hey,” Aaron said, “I was wondering. Are you going to Sherry’s tonight?”

Bill’s stomach flopped. “I don’t know. Steve was kind of bugging me to go.”

“Oh, well, if you guys just want to go . . .”

“Yeah. Maybe. I don’t know.”

“Well, I was just wondering. I know some of my friends will be there, so . . .”

“Yeah. Hey, Aaron, listen. I kind of quit drinking.” Like, an hour ago, Bill thought.

“Oh, Bill, good for you.”

“Thanks.”

“Oh my gosh, that’s so great.”

Bill scrubbed the playhead back and forth over Graham’s test. “Well, don’t wait up for me. Go have a blast, okay?”

“Yeah, maybe I will,” Aaron said.

“You ought to call Steve. You don’t need a chaperone, he’s nice.”

“All right, Bill. Be safe.”

“You too. Night, Aaron. See you tomorrow.”

“Oh, hey, Bill?”

“Yeah?”

“I just wanted to say . . . I’m sad about Candy, too.”

Bill felt it stab through him, gut to mouth. He knew if he didn’t say something, Aaron’s eyes would start to burn, and he didn’t want to let her ruin a perfectly good night like that.

“If you ever need to talk,” she said.

Bill blinked, surprised, finding that his own eyes had started to water. “Yeah, well, have a good time, you hear?”

“I will. Goodbye, Bill.”

He sat there for a while longer, massaging his breast pocket, lightly crunching the wrappers of his cough drops.

Bill’s phone blinked off and got his attention. He continued to review Graham’s test. Obviously, the polygraph had been equally as baffled. It could only suggest follow-up questions.

Wait, Bill thought, rewinding.

There.

A few beats back.

One solitary spike.

Graham had told Bill that Barksdale always slipped out a crack near the back of the mine; when Bill asked what was back there, Graham had said, “The other side of the mountain.” Which was true, but then Bill had asked, “That all?” and Graham had said, “Yes.”

Which was a lie.

Bill puzzled over the results until it was practically dark and his head began to hurt. He finally said screw it and went inside.

He’d told both Aaron and Steve he wasn’t going out tonight. Bill took a quick shower, jumped into some plainclothes, and tore off in his jeep. Not for Sherry’s, but the Speakeasy. He wanted a place where nobody knew his name.



* * *



JJ’s Tether dinged: a reminder from Drones. He still needed to complete his mission. He opened The Enormous Television and checked on his sister.

Yep, snoring.

JJ wished he could check in on his dad as well, but his dad had never activated his Tether, so . . .

JJ checked the time.

Midnight.

Avoiding the creaky floorboards, he crept downstairs.

After school, Dad had fixed them dinner, had drunk a few beers, and had passed out in bed watching TV. He was still passed out in there, his face changing color with the little flat screen, first white, then splashed completely red.

Outside, JJ’s breath steamed. He opened The Wand and prowled the neighborhood.

Earlier in Drones, he’d walked Jaime Vedder around this same area, wanding houses, garages, and cars.

He’d actually found quite a few weapons. It turned out good old Red Beard did have something under the seat of his truck.

JJ wanted to confirm the weapons were actually there, that it wasn’t all just some plastic diamond. He walked the same route Vedder had walked. He scanned the same houses.

Yep, all the guns were there. One of the houses, Mrs. Hunnicutt’s, had a few M16s tucked away in the attic. How to get at them, though? How to get at any of them?

JJ hoped his Tether would spit out some convenient new app, but nope. He browsed his store, but nothing there either. The Enormous Television could show him inside houses, if the residents owned Tethers (which all of them seemed to so far, no trouble there). The scrambler could bypass any alarms as well.

And if the people owned pets, JJ could probably silence them. He didn’t necessarily want to do that, though. He would rather find a house without barking, biting dogs.

Not for the first time, he wished his dad owned a gun. Barksdale never barked.

Breaking into a house would be too difficult, JJ decided, sizing up the tall fences around the yards, the motion lights and neighbors in proximity.

A short walk through the woods, then. That gap between here and there, over near Meg Disney’s, that bit of wilderness before the housing development where they’d found Whiskers the housecat.

The woods seemed to creep over the bank and close over him as JJ took the stretch of road. The floaters in the darkness melted and morphed before his eyes, then bled into Rorschachs, cackling silently before yawning away.

Meg Disney’s house didn’t harbor any guns.

Red Beard’s, though, JJ thought. Red lived just behind the subdivision, up in the woods. His truck would be an easy mark.

JJ found Red’s mailbox and started the hike. The only sounds up the long, dark snake of a road were JJ’s shoes crunching gravel and the hiss of the night.

Red’s truck sat in front of his little shack. The place looked like Marv’s, what with all the rusty old cars and random piles of tires. One light, attached to the power pole, spilled out over the property.

JJ hid outside the light. He cocked his ear, trying to hear over the sound of his heart.

Red had a dog. JJ was pretty positive it was old and deaf, though, maybe even blind. He took a deep breath and strode into the light.

Near the house a trashcan exploded, spilling beer cans into the drive. JJ broke into a dead run, glancing back. He stopped when he saw the eyeshine.

Only a startled cat.

He watched the house for several minutes from the dark.

His Tether vibrated. Somehow, it had detected the stupid cat.

<Whiskers> the profile said. The cat’s status bar added, <Feeling Skinned.>

WTF? JJ thought. He couldn’t see anything but the cat’s eyes in the dark. Wait a sec.

He opened Drones and loaded Cracked Rock. The cat had given him an idea.

In Drones, the playable characters always moved around on their own while JJ was logged off. He pictured them living these little lives, somewhere off-screen. Maybe they were in the bunks back at base, staring at pictures of their families; maybe they were marching by day and taking names. The trick was, JJ never knew where he was going to spawn in the game.

One time he’d spawned into a playable character who’d just lost his legs. JJ could do nothing to control the body at that point. He’d been forced to sit there and watch as shock pulled the strings.

Tonight when his character spawned, JJ could see himself on his own screen.

He whirled around.

A pale shape twitched in the woods. Vedder’s shirt, his glow-in-the-dark tee, moved as JJ played his thumb across the Tether. Now he could see the whole glowing alien head on Vedder’s chest, aligned through the branches of the trees.

JJ grinned and moved Vedder toward Red Beard’s truck.

I don’t want to see him, he realized. He didn’t want to come face to face with . . .

What was Vedder now, a robot?

The real Jaime Vedder was dead, JJ knew that. But JJ also knew about the drones you could fly with your phone. Plus, the Japanese had created this pretty realistic fembot, so, yeah, there was that. It wasn’t beyond possibility.

It didn’t matter, though. The light on the power pole was old, with only a metal hood to protect the bulb. Edging the driveway were rocks of varying size. The glowing alien head stopped to pick one up.

Whiskers the cat watched on with glowing eyes as Vedder threw a few rocks and shattered the light.

JJ looked down at the screen of his phone as the glowing alien head reached the truck. Right there, he could see through Vedder’s eyes, could see what Vedder saw—a dark reflection in the driver’s-side window, an almost alien head elongated even further by the bend of the glass. He couldn’t tell whether the head was blown apart.

With a few strokes of his thumb, JJ made Vedder hold up his own Tether to scan the truck.

There.

Right there.

Right under the seat.

A freaking sawed-off shotgun.

In his other hand, Vedder’s reflection raised a rock. JJ thumped the Tether’s glass with the pad of his thumb and jumped at the loud crack.

Glancing at Red Beard’s house, JJ thumped again. This time the cracking sounded duller. The glass spiderwebbed. JJ and Vedder took one last strike, and the window shattered all over the bench seat of the truck.

Vedder popped the lock and yanked open the groaning door. As the dome light flicked on, Red Beard burst out of his house, holding another shotgun.

“What in the Sam Hill?”

JJ took off at a dead run, darkness rushing past him at a hundred miles per hour down the mountain. He heard Red Beard’s truck roar to life behind him.

The main road was so flat compared to Red’s, JJ stumbled through the transition. He fell, skinning his palms on the country road. His Tether went skating.

Red’s headlights had yet to hit the road, but his truck was coming, snarling around corners and barreling downhill.

Cursing, JJ climbed to his feet and snatched up his Tether. He tumbled into the ditch on the other side, crawling into the culvert there just as Red Beard’s beams set fire to the weedy bank above his head.

The truck rumbled at the end of the drive.

Why hadn’t Red gone after Vedder?

And what was he doing up there?

A bubble of light formed in the culvert around JJ’s phone. This time when Vedder spawned, he stood in the middle of the road, about a hundred yards from where Red Beard was idling.

The TV, JJ thought.

He turned on the app and punched in Red Beard’s name. Like everyone else at HMS, Red Beard owned a Tether. The Enormous Television showed him sitting in his truck, squinting down the road, first left, then right.

JJ switched to Drones.

He took control of Vedder again, making him cross the road into the neighboring field.

Red must have seen the glowing alien head. His tires kicked up gravel and he took off in that direction, opposite JJ’s route home. JJ shut off Drones, knowing Vedder was fully capable of getting lost himself. He wormed his way out of the culvert and disappeared into the dark.



* * *



Bill hopped into his jeep and rested his head against the cold glass. After a minute he opened his eyes, hoping the spins had stopped. They hadn’t.

The brick façade of the Speakeasy seemed to slip sideways, forever in a landslide. He’d even splashed cold water on his face before leaving the bar. Hadn’t helped.

Bill waited about fifteen minutes before deciding, Screw this. It was too cold out here to wait for his body to metabolize everything he’d put in it. Bill fired up his jeep.

<Your blood alcohol content is nearly 0.6 percent> Aaron 2 said. Bill swatted at his earwig. He had completely forgotten it was in. <Bill, are you sure you should drive? Every 90 seconds, a person is injured in an alcohol-related crash.>

“Whatever, C-3PO. Goodnight.”

<Would you—>

Bill threw his earwig onto the dash, wondering how the hell it had detected his BAC. Did it have sensors in the mouthpiece or something?

Great, he thought, one more thing to show up on his background check.

Bill’s tires chirped a bit as he pulled out of the lot. Drive the speed limit, take the back roads. For Bill, the same rules applied to drunk driving as they did for dump runs. Sometimes he even drove with his hazards on.

Tonight, he had a hard time mastering the throttle. Erratic speed fluctuations were a huge indicator of drunk driving, one that Bill always watched for whilst on traffic duty.

The way he was driving tonight? Floating along at seventy only to suddenly zone out at a little over thirty-five? Bill would’ve pulled himself over. Not a good start. And since the Speakeasy was all the way in a different county . . .

Bill took nearly an hour for a half-hour drive. On the bright side, it felt like some of the booze had burned off by the time he pulled into Cracked Rock.

Home stretch, he thought, picking up speed. He loved this road. Windy, hilly, and densely wooded for the first part. Then, on the final approach, the centerline looked straight enough it could’ve been drawn using a chalk box, with nothing but fields on either side.

A kid ran out in front of him.

Bill had cleaned up enough wrecks where people had swerved to miss deer, he knew not to swerve. He swerved anyway. This wasn’t a deer, it was a kid!

He ended up with his back passenger tire in the ditch. The jeep climbed right out of it, though. He threw on his hazards, grabbed his flashlight, and hopped out.

The kid had gotten tangled up in the barbwire fence on the other side of the road.

“JJ?” Bill said, shining his light on the boy. He heard a curse, followed by the ripping of the kid’s hoodie. “JJ, freeze. Your dad’s going to know anyway.”

The boy stared at him a second. He cursed again and continued to struggle with the fence.

“Here,” Bill said, walking over to help.

Apparently, Bill was drunker than he liked to admit. It took two whole minutes to figure out which way JJ’s sweater was wound up in the wire, and a whole minute after that to figure out JJ could just step out of the sweater.

He and Bill stood there for a second, huffing and puffing white breath into the beam of the flashlight. JJ still looked like he was ready to run.

Bill decided to skip the part where he asked and JJ lied about what the hell he doing out this late.

“Well,” Bill said, “let’s get you home.”

He sneaked a hand inside his secret pocket while JJ climbed in through the driver’s side. Bill had transferred some of the cough drops from his uniform to his flannel. He popped one out of its wrapper, tossed it in his mouth, and climbed in behind the wheel.

It took him a second to realize it wasn’t a cough drop he was sucking. It was a little strawberry candy.

Suddenly Bill could feel the effects of going off the road, doubled by the nausea of the alcohol poisoning. He glanced at JJ, who was staring at the double lines.

Single line, Bill thought. Christ.

With a deep breath, he put the jeep in gear and drove off, praying he didn’t kill Steve’s kid.



* * *



Crap, crap, crap, JJ thought as they approached the driveway. His dad was going to kill him. Ground him for life. A year, at least. Worse, his dad would probably take his phone. And if he ever found out what was really on JJ’s Tether . . .

Shit, shit, shit.

Bill stopped in the driveway, and JJ looked around.

“Home schweet home,” Bill said, still slurring his words around whatever he’d been sucking on the whole drive.

JJ tried to dash the brains of Little Bunny Hope bounding free in his chest. “You’re not gonna . . .”

“Just don’t let me cashew doing it again,” Bill said around the lozenge.

“Thank you,” JJ said. He couldn’t stop fidgeting with the door handle, wanting nothing more than to get it open, nothing more than to run.

“Well?” Bill said. “Get!”

“Thank you, thank you.” JJ opened the door and started to hop out when something caught his eye. He had been so terrified he hadn’t noticed them at first, but now, spotlighted by the dome light, the two hunting rifles mounted to the frame of Bill’s ceiling looked easy enough to steal. And Bill’s jeep was the kind with plastic windows.

“Better get going,” Bill said, “before I schange my mind.”

Nodding, JJ hopped out of the jeep and started running down his drive. He heard Bill tear off down the road.

JJ stopped. He opened Drones.

He didn’t know how he’d dodged a bullet only to find a magic one, but this time he had a plan.

A plan that changed the moment Drones loaded and he discovered Vedder’s phone had a copy of the war game as well.
  


 CHAPTER 23
 

 


I told you, it’s now or never, Chuck said.

Marvin lowered his binoculars and squinted into the night; he couldn’t even see the mountain above Mars’ Greenhouse Gas Terraformer, Autowreckers, and Scrap Metal Yard, it was so black. “There’s light up there.”

So?

“What if he’s staking me out?”

He’s not.

“What if he’s got the whole Terraformer bugged and I—”

Bill isn’t that stupid. You really think he’d use light?

Marvin had to admit Chuck had a point.

Deputy Bill seemed to be gripping a rung only slightly higher than the guy who came to deliver Marv’s mail, or the meter gal who recorded the Terraformer’s connection to the grid. Yet Bill was one of the craftiest company men to step foot in the Terraformer in a very long time. Marv couldn’t risk making a move, not now. He’d only almost just got caught.

They’re working up there, that’s why there’s light. If you don’t do this now, you won’t ever.

Again, Marv agreed. Thank God he’d only been doing a dry run when Bill had followed him home and searched the van. In fact, the reason Marv had gone home was to load up the van for real. He’d been bringing the first barrel out when he’d spotted Bill and had hid in the junk.

If you don’t do it now—

“Look, man, just . . .” Using his hat, a Craft International, Marv scratched at his rats of red and gray hair. “Quiet for a sec, okay? I’m trying to think.”

He stared at the mountain, at the spot of light floating there in a dark ocean. Marv could hear the distant buzz of machinery, and, deeper, the thrum of the tower.

The voice in his head sighed.

“I’m thinking,” Marv said.

Think faster.

The Craft International cap, despite its bitching logo of a Punisher skull and bloodshot-crosshair eye, had never generated a strong enough Faraday cage to drown out his son’s voice. Maybe because the tinfoil lining wasn’t properly grounded? Marv didn’t know.

All he knew was that ever since The Phone Company had started messing around with frequencies in Cracked Rock, his son, Chuck, along with all the other voices in Marv’s head, had gotten unbearably loud. And demanding.

Mrs. Harcum herself had come to him one night to announce that she didn’t like what they’d done to her husband’s graveyard. Marv had noticed at the time she hadn’t said “town.”

PCo was conducting signals right through the veins of gold in the ground, threading Cracked Rock like some giant circuit. He was certain of that.

We don’t have time for this, Chuck said.

“Man, I don’t know about this whole thing. I don’t . . .”

Come on, not this again.

“If it hurts someone—”

It won’t.

“People who work there?”

At night?

“Security or something. PCo’s always got someone working night shift, you know that. They’ve always got someone. I don’t want to hurt anybody.”

They’re the enemy, Dad. They’d hurt you, kill you if they could.

“Not them, the little guys. It’s like a cult, you know that. You can’t hurt the sheep, man, just for being sheep.”

Dad . . .

“You can’t blame them, the wolf keeps them safe. Least till he’s hungry. We should be opening their cage, man, not turning ’em into steak.”

Dad!

“What?”

It’s mutton.

“Whatever. I’m just saying . . .”

They’re sheep. I get it. Dad, you have my word. We’ll save any sheep that want to be saved. But this has to happen. Tonight.

Marv blew air out of his nose and started to pace. He kept thinking about some poor sap with his legs blown to stumps and jags of bone. He’d seen enough of those images lately. It was all over the place. War, terrorism, violence of all kinds, streaming all around them in invisible waves, bombarding them, all the way to their DNA.

Don’t forget what they did to me, Chuck said.

Marv stopped pacing.

This is their fault.

“I know that.”

Well then . . .

“Not all of them, though. Not all of them did that.”

Does it matter? I’m dead. They took me from you.

Marv’s stare grew a little glassy. “Not all of them,” he said again, lowering his eyes.

It’s the right thing to do, Dad, and you know it. It’ll happen all over again if you don’t.

“I know.”

They’ll take everyone.

“I know that.”

Finally, Chuck fell silent and let Marv think. The voices had been right all along. Like when they warned him the company was going to make its move, and the next day PCo came to town. The voices had even told him how to make the bomb. Hopefully Chuck was right about this as well.

A minute later, Marv was in his crane, unstacking junk with the magnet. He moved a wall of cubed scrap, and there, in a little recess, was the moving van.

Keeping the headlights off, Marv steered the van down one of the perimeter roads of the Terraformer, avoiding the pools of sodium light coming from the line of telephone poles, the company’s easement, the company’s lights. He parked at the mouth of the Dead Zone.

Every time he entered his maze of copper, aluminum, and lead, Marv could feel all the harmful waves melting off him like snow. Inside his head most days, it sounded as if all the world’s radio stations were shouting over each other, and all at once, some of them clear, some of them bleeding in and out of static. But as soon as he entered the Zone, there was golden, blessed silence.

It was the one place on Earth Marv felt he could take off his hat and really give his scalp a good scratch. Even PCo’s cell tower couldn’t irradiate him here. The only thing that could reach him was the dead.

There, Chuck said, helping Marv find one of his little caches in the dark.

Tackle box by tackle box, Marv moved a wall of spent slugs and copper jackets, stored in each box. He popped a padlock and opened his aluminum shed, his Shack of Silence.

The bomb, spread out between five fifty-gallon drums, sat inside like some sleeping giant. The shed reeked of the diesel he’d spilled. Making the thing had been like Goofy Gymnastics.

Marv grabbed a handcart and ramped each barrel up into the moving van. He caught himself wincing every time the fuel-and-fertilizer mix sloshed.

It’s not like old dynamite, Chuck said. You could drop it off a cliff, you’d be all right.

“I know that.”

Then hurry it up.

“Hey, don’t you talk to me like that.”

Chuck didn’t say anything for a second. When he did, he sounded small. Sorry, Dad.
I’m just scared.

Marv grimaced. Sometimes he forgot he was talking to a child, his child. “It’s all right. Everything will be all right.”

Don’t forget the detonator, Chuck said.

The boy had never talked this much in real life. He’d been born with a type of aphasia, and the kids at school had tormented him into silence. Marvin blamed himself for the language disorder, for having a kid in his late forties. More than that, he blamed the company. He blamed vaccinations (even though he and Chuck never were vaccinated).

As an outcast, Chuck had spent his days exploring and making forts in the junk, using pots as helmets, rims as armor, and pipes for epic swords.

Marv had taught him once how to tune into the voices and make friends. Chuck had refused to talk to them at first, shaking his head violently. Then one day he’d uttered something to them, only to immediately shy back, dreading their taunts. No one, not even speech therapists, had ever been able to decode Chuck’s tongue. But the voices could. They greeted him with a friendly Hello.

After a few months, Chuck realized the voices would never make fun of his broken speech. And they would always understand him. The revelation had freed Chuck.

Whenever anyone called Marvin insane, whether it was at the courthouse, City Hall, or the movie theater, he’d go home and listen to the yawps of his beautiful little redhead boy carrying from all corners of the Terraformer, and Marv would think, You’re
crazy, man. You are.

Without the voices, Chuck would’ve never been heard. Now, five years later, Marv often wished the dead didn’t always find their voice.

This part you should be careful with, Chuck said as Marvin arrived at the storage shed for the detonator.

“Yeah, yeah, man, I know that.” Marv picked up the old waxy tubes of explosive. “I’m the one who told you that.”

The detonator consisted of three sticks of dynamite, acquired from different prospectors over the years.

With Chuck’s guidance, Marv had taped the sticks together and had strapped a prepaid cell phone to the front, wired umbilically to the blasting caps. He checked that the phone was shut off for now, then delivered it like some sleeping baby to the van.

Hurry, Chuck said.

“Damn it, I’m going as fast as I can!”

No, you don’t understand.

“I understand perf—”

He’s coming.

Marv felt the thunderclap, an adrenaline surge like lightning. “Who?”

There’s no time.

“Is it Bill? Man, I told you. I told you he’d—goddammit!”

You need to hide everything. NOW.

“Crap, crap, crap,” Marv said, fast-walking but stiff-legged, on eggshells yolky with old nitroglycerin.

Back in the moving van, he slid the bundle of dynamite into a harness he’d attached to the middle drum. He hopped out and lifted the ramp, sliding it back into its slot. It got caught up on the frame. With a cry and a few good wrenching motions, Marv got it to slide back in.

The dynamite shifted in its harness, and Marv winced. All that wrenching. He really needed to play it safe.

Gently, he pulled down the rear door, hopped into the cab, and, lights off, pulled the van back into its hole in the junk. He climbed into the crane.

Dad!

“Yeah.”

Dah!

“What is it?”

Dah-duh!

“Huh?”

Marv cocked his head, trying to understand. He could hear Chuck’s mouth struggling to make the right sounds, and he realized what was happening: for the first time since his son had been gunned down at HMS, the aphasia was making mush of his mouth.

“Chuck!” Marv said when the boy fell completely silent. “Talk to me!”

Nothing.

Shuddering, glancing around, Marv pulled off his hat. “Hello?” Only dead air answered back.

Something farther in the Terraformer clanged, and Marv’s head whirled around.

With a shaky hand, he turned on the crane and maneuvered the magnet into place. It was like a game of speed Tetris, rebuilding the wall of cubed junk. Twice, he nearly knocked the whole thing over.

Done except for a few blocks, Marv powered down the crane and jumped to the ground, afraid to be seen anywhere near the area. Something flashed ahead of him.

A badge, he thought. Catching the light. Pinned to a shifting piece of the dark.

“Hey, man, didn’t you read the sign?” Marv called. “No Hunting, No Trespassing, No Remote Viewing!”

The dark shape stood there unfazed, its breath rising into the sodium light cresting a heap of cars. A red LED blinked near its temple.

The explosion was so sudden Marvin was certain the old dynamite had gone off. All that wrenching.

Something whizzed past his head less than a second later, and his mind finally registered the muzzle flare.

“Yeow!” he cried, and he took off running, screaming as another slug buzzed past him, ricocheting somewhere in the guts of the junk.

Marv ducked down a corridor of flattened cars, tripped over a heap of mufflers and caught his balance only to stumble through an obstacle course of tires he’d set up but had never used.

The intruder’s boots clomped full bore behind him. Marv could see him now, decked out in full uniform but no hat, his face catching a bit of light from the lamps.

It really was Bill.

Marv knew the junkyard better than he knew the back roads of Cracked Rock. He knew all the shortcuts, both those he’d discovered and those he’d made. This shortcut was one he’d discovered: an RV just happened to be parked with its ass-end sticking out of the cars.

Marv scrambled up the ladder to the roof, nearly losing a Birkenstock on the top rung. With a leap, he landed atop the hood and fell to the ground. Footsteps pounded up the ladder behind him.

Panting, Marv ran. He bolted past rack upon rack of assorted car parts, everything from alternators to fans, to mixing bowls filled with lug bolts. On a rack farther down, one of the shelves was empty. Marv wormed his way through it and rolled out onto another path.

Flailing, his sandal knocked over a tackle box, and hundreds of lead slugs—smashed, mushroomed, split, and mixed with real copper pennies—thudded down all around him.

Bill, unlike radio waves, could penetrate the Dead Zone. Marv saw him peek through the shelf, just a moon waning with a crescent grin.

“Chuck!” Marv cried, running again. “Why’s he doing this, man? Make him stop!” But Chuck was gone.

Something had changed, Marv knew that now. The Bill he knew would never have taken a shot at him. Whatever had happened, whatever change the company had made, Bill was not the same man.

Marv reached a section in the maze marked by lead and copper shavings all over the ground.

“Where is it, where is it?”

Poultry netting clashed beneath his hand.

Yes!

The netting bulged around a wall of something. A few aluminum cans rattled against short lengths of pipes, both copper and lead.

Right around here somewhere . . .

This time, the bullet pinged off the fence and a piece of pipe, spitting sparks at Marvin’s hand. Big as the Minotaur, Bill filled the pathway behind him.

There, Marv thought.

The rope.

Connected to a linchpin.

Holding a support in place.

Which held the fencing in place.

And the fencing held back tons of aluminum cans, pipes, and a couple hundred pounds of cylindrical lead weights. Enough to crush a man’s skull.

Bill took aim in the dark, and Marvin Jones yanked the rope just as the muzzle flare lit up the copper sheets lining the wall on either side of the gun. The support popped out and the fencing fell flat beneath the sudden landslide of metals filling the space between Marv and Bill.
  


 CHAPTER 24
 

 


The yolk of the sun broke over Cracked Rock, tentatively at first. It checked to see whether all the scary things had fled for the night. They hadn’t. There were still people.

Jaime Vedder hated people. He started the last quarter mile toward JJ’s house, holding a backpack to drop off.

<Mission complete.>

Vedder grinned down at his copy of Drones. He had the Cracked Rock battlefield, too. Vedder was just at a higher level than JJ. He had everything unlocked, his own unique set of playable characters.

Cops. Bomb squads. Some National Guard. Air Force, even. Montana was like one big base. And Vedder controlled everything.

He was connected to everything.

Drones began to vibrate and play a song, annoying yet eerily familiar. Vedder couldn’t place it, but he knew it was an alarm. The description said <School>.

“JJ?” someone shouted. The voice echoed in the neighborhood all around him, along with a hollow knocking in the sky.

Vedder stopped and spun around. The street. The windows of all the houses, still sleeping inside the trees. The voice continued echoing, yet he couldn’t see anyone.

“¡Hola!”

“Guten tag!”

Shrugging the backpack higher, Vedder muttered “ni hao” and hurried down the country road.

He’d heard voices since he was a child. Cracked Rock had always been full of echoing cracks. These voices, however, were new.

The alarm went off again, that terrible, alien song, yet so familiar, like one of his earliest memories he couldn’t quite grasp. “JJ, wake up!”

Vedder blinked and . . .



* * *



JJ dropped his Tether. He almost rolled off his bed, he was so turned around.

“JJ?”

“Um uph,” he said, grabbing for his phone and sitting up in the dark.

“Did you forget it’s a school day? Your sister and I would like to stop for breakfast!”

“No, I’m up,” JJ said again. “I’m awake.”

His eyes began to adjust, and in the dim gloss of his Portal poster (THE CAKE IS A LIE), JJ could see a dull green glow in the shape of a guitar pick.

<School> his Tether said, blaring the song. JJ shut it off, and the green shape in the poster moved, too.

WTF?

He sat there for half a minute, staring at the shape, challenging it to move again, daring it to reveal itself. Then he noticed the green glow on his bottom lashes as well, and flinched so hard he tweaked a muscle in his back.

Shivering, legs pimpled in the early morning chill, JJ scrammed out of bed and tripped over a backpack on his way to the light.

Dirty, wrinkled, and a size too small, somehow, at some point last night, Jaime Vedder’s T-shirt, the one with the green alien head, had found its way onto JJ’s body.

The alien head stared back at him beneath the harsh bedroom light. In one of its eyes, there was a spot of blood.



* * *



Frowning at the empty side of the booth, Steve peppered his eggs. Well, technically just the whites, he reminded himself. That wasn’t why he was upset. Not entirely.

Bill always showed up to the diner first. Part of it was Bill didn’t have kids. No significant other, either. Steve had always envied him that: Bill got a bathroom all to himself. Not some flowery retreat shared with a teenage girl who’d freak out if you used her loofah. Bill had the luxury of being punctual.

Today, though, Deputy Right on Time, Deputy Quarter Till, was close to twenty minutes late.

Work emergency? Steve thought.

He picked up his toast and butter knife. “Ugh. Hey, Sarah, I’m sorry, would you put in another order? They never gave me my I Can’t Believe It’s Better Blood Pressure.”

“I’m updating my Follow,” Sarah said from the other booth. “Have JJ order your fake butter.”

JJ, for his part, lay slumped in one corner of the bench, his hat pulled over his eyes.

Usually it was Sarah drooling on the table, her hair matted to one side. JJ was usually bright-eyed and chewing waffles and jam, raring to go. This morning, the world had changed.

Steve had nearly slipped in his socks, he was so startled by his wife, Janice, sitting there at the kitchen table. It turned out it was only Sarah, drinking a protein shake.

By some miracle Steve’s teenage daughter had beaten him out of bed. She’d done her hair and had put in her contact lenses. She resembled Janice enough as it was—the glasses, the mussed hair—but this morning was enough to make Steve miss his wife, that she wasn’t here to witness the transformation of their beautiful bookworm into a monarch.

Janice had looked the exact same way on special occasions. Bill had once said Steve had two wives. One of them was a librarian.

“Here you go,” Cathy said, setting down a saucer of butter substitute.

“Thanks.”

“You’re welcome,” Sarah said.

Steve frowned at her. “That was for Cathy. But thank you, too. Again. I’ll get you money after work, I swear. Right now I only have enough for the tip.”

“I already tipped.”

Steve gave Sarah a look.

She shrugged and turned back to her phone as if she could care less what he thought about the app and where it sent its tips. “Get your Tether activated,” Sarah said. “That’ll be thanks enough.”

“You know what, I’m going to call him,” Steve said, pulling out his old clamshell. “He’s going to be late.”

Bill’s number rang and rang. Steve tried a couple more times during breakfast, but each time he got voicemail.

<You have reached Deputy Sheriff Bill Biggs> said some automated female voice. <Please leave your name, number, and the nature of your phone call, and the deputy will connect with you as soon as humanly possible. To contact the Cracked Rock Sheriff’s Office, please press 1 now.>

Steve looked at his phone. It seemed like the first few times he’d called this morning, he’d gotten Bill’s usual outgoing message. Which was actually Bill, not some automated phone tree.

He knew that, typically, Bill wouldn’t listen to voicemail unless they were messages for work. Bill hated voicemail. He would, however, read and respond to personal texts.

Steve began to type out a text on his tiny numpad. He got sick of hitting a button three times only to start all over again whenever he punched the wrong one.

“Sarah, would you text Bill, ask him where he’s at? His number’s—”

“Done,” Sarah said.

“I didn’t even give you his number.”

She rolled her eyes. “Dad. You don’t have to know someone’s number, you just look them up.”

“Huh.”

Sarah went back to playing her Tether, and Steve stared at his crappy old phone and the little roaming triangle in the status bar.

Scuffed, scratched, sandy in one hinge from six years ago when they’d taken Janice on her last trip to the coast—Steve knew he needed a new phone. He simply wanted to know why they weren’t made like this one anymore. Just simple phones.

He reached into his black sweater jacket and pulled out his home phone, an exact duplicate clamshell, same gray, same everything. Only the weathering was different. And the content.

Sighing, Steve opened some of the pictures stored on the home phone. Grainy, blurry, and only about one square inch, the pictures sucked. They were like Polaroids, though. No duplicates. No negatives. The phone was so old it didn’t even have the most rudimentary data transfer port.

Some of the pictures were selfies. Janice, trying on a new lipstick; Janice, hugging her best friend Lily; Janice, making the infamous duck face. That last one made Steve grin every time. If only she knew how uncool she’d be in just a few years.

“Hey, Sarah?”

“What,” she said, her thumbs chattering across her Tether.

“You think if I took this to PCo, they’d—”

Her head snapped around. “We’re going to PCo? Are you activating your Tether?”

“Well, I was wondering. You know, if they’d be able to show me how to get the pictures off this one.” He held up the home phone, and Sarah immediately lost interest. “And, yeah, maybe. With the roaming charges on these . . . I’m at least thinking of giving up one line. I just want the pictures first.”

“We should definitely go,” Sarah said. “That would be awesome.”

“Yeah,” Steve said, staring down at Janice’s duck face, trying to maintain a smile. “We definitely should.” With a quick sniff, he clapped the old clamshell shut and got up. “Okay, it’s time.” Steve left a five-dollar tip for Cathy. “JJ, come on.”

Still passed out on the table, JJ didn’t respond.

“Hey, butthead,” Sarah said, smacking the bill of her brother’s hat.

Steve cringed, waiting for JJ to shoot back at her. He didn’t. He simply lifted his head.

“Huh?”

“Time to go,” Steve said, not liking the dark bags beneath his son’s eyes. It struck him how much JJ resembled Janice, too. Today. Especially Janice in the first stages of her sickness.

JJ dragged himself out of the booth, grabbing his backpack.

“Oh, little Stevie, hello,” Mrs. Hayworth said at the diner bar. “How are you? How are the kids?”

Steve gave her a surprised smile. “You remembered me.”

“Yes, of course, how could I forget?” Mrs. Hayworth peeked over Steve’s shoulder at the empty booth. “And where’s little Billy this fine morning?”

“That’s an excellent question,” Steve said, grinning and nearly shaking his head. Mrs. Hayworth hadn’t been this lucid in years. “I was actually wondering that myself.”

“Oh, I meant to tell you. I saw that dog of yours, Barksdale.”

“You did?” Steve said.

“Yes, he was walking down my hill. Toward town, I think.”

“Hmm,” Steve said. This part didn’t sound as lucid. “Like he was coming down from the mountain, or . . .?”

“Yes, I guess he was, wasn’t he?”

“Huh.” Steve scratched his chin.

Barksdale was such an independent dog, he would sometimes go days without coming home. Steve would see him wandering around town or sleeping on the bench at the barbershop. Some people actually left dog dishes in their garages where Barksdale could come in through the doggy door and have a midnight snack, or they’d put out a little doggy bed where he could curl up and catch a nap. If he wasn’t Steve’s dog, then Barksdale was the dog of the whole town.

People liked having the shepherd around. Barksdale cut back on raccoons and all sorts of midnight bandits. All the mountain lion attacks had stopped as well, and people swore their gardens and flower beds flourished without all those rutting deer.

Barksdale definitely was known for getting around. Yet it had never crossed Steve’s mind, not once, not in all these years, that Barksdale would actually climb over the entire mountain. What would drive him to do something like that?

The corner of Steve’s lips sprouted a grin.

Barksdale, you dog.

He grew a full smile and patted Mrs. Hayworth on the shoulder. “Well, if you see Barksdale again, tell him to quit chasing tail and get his butt home, will you please, dear?”

“I definitely will, Stevie, I will.”

“It really is nice to hear you’re doing well, Mrs. Hayworth. Have a good—”

“Yes, it’s amazing what technology can do, isn’t it?”

“Oh, are you on some kind of new program, or . . .?”

“It’s this Tether,” Mrs. Hayworth said. “The memory games are really helping.”

“Oh yeah?” Steve pulled out his last few dollar bills and tucked them under Mrs. Hayworth’s teacup, as was tradition. “Just something a little extra for Cathy, okay?”

“Oh, you’re such a dear.”

“Thanks, Mrs. Hayworth. Have a good day.”

“Yes, and you the same. Oh, and Steve. Please tell Janice I said hello. Whenever you speak with her next.”

Steve felt a small twinge in his chest. So the Tether hadn’t miraculously cured Mrs. Hayworth after all.

“I will,” he said, and he and the kids left for school.



* * *



“You don’t want shotgun?” his dad asked. The voice echoed in JJ’s earpiece.

“Huh?”

“I assumed you’d move up to the front the second we dropped your sister off.”

“Oh,” JJ said, “just tired. I’m fine.”

“Oh. Okay. Whatever.”

They fell quiet, and JJ listened to the road. Usually his dad listened to talk radio, or he’d have some crappy old music playing. Simon and Garfunkel. Jim Croce. They were the worst. Today, though, he had turned the radio off.

JJ stared down at Vedder’s character in Drones. He didn’t play, he just sat there watching.

He tried to process everything that had happened last night, but couldn’t keep the molasses from leaking in through his ears. It was hard enough keeping his eyes from gluing shut.

As if the air itself were the molasses, JJ slowly swiped his thumb across the Tether. The hand onscreen did the same, leaving tracers and pixel smears.

Since he’d gotten up that morning, JJ and Vedder had become the same person in Drones, so that when JJ looked into the phone, he saw a first-person perspective of himself looking down at the same phone. Same black hoodie, same crescent of dirt under the left thumbnail. And, of course, the same alien head on their chests.

JJ could hear everything, too. Not just with his naked ears, but in the echo of his earpiece. Everything echoing. Doll within doll for eternity.

He tried to understand it, to make sense of what had happened last night with Red Beard and Marvin, the blood on his shirt. He thought he’d been controlling Vedder, until he saw this: JJ, both JJs, tilted their Tethers. They both reached into the backpack that Vedder had left for them, or that JJ had left for himself—he was still working out that part.

He unzipped the bag and retrieved something, something he remembered collecting last night—something Vedder had collected, or rather something he had collected using Vedder’s copy of Drones.

“We’re here,” his dad said.

JJ looked at HMS. “Are we?” he asked, rubbing together two giant coins he’d taken from the backpack. “Where is here?”

His dad stared at him for a second, staring at him through the phone as well. “You need to start going to bed earlier.”

JJ nodded. Not real coins, he thought, rubbing them together. Video game coins, big and golden. The type you get when you kill a bad guy.

He wasn’t bad, JJ thought. He wasn’t bad at all, just crazy.

His dad glanced down at the coins in JJ’s hand. He either didn’t see them, or he fully accepted them as real. JJ didn’t know the difference.

He dragged ass behind his dad into HMS. As he walked toward first period, his classmates all stared. It was weird, hearing everything two times through the earpiece, all the chattering and rustling and morning gossip assailing him twice and all at once. Voices in his head, whispering.

Their faces weren’t symmetrical, not perfectly, not like the inkblots. He noticed that now. On that side there was a zit, or the nostril was more flared. They each were ugly in their discrepancies, each and every one.

Except for the blood spot, the alien head was perfectly symmetrical. Something to worship.

Mini Mark walked by, and JJ stared at him. Mark didn’t say a thing, didn’t even acknowledge JJ at all, except when he realized JJ was still staring at him. Mark flipped him the bird before disappearing into the crowd.

JJ had stared, not because of Mark, but because of what hovered above Mark’s head. And now he saw the same thing hovering above the crowd.

They all had numbers. Each and every student, and the teachers and staff, too. Above all their heads, a number and a big golden coin.

Drones buzzed. A tooltip, a little tutorial, had popped up. It explained that the numbers represented the exact change each non-playable character held in their pockets.

JJ blinked.

Not real, he thought.

That made sense.

It was like he’d woken up in some retro video game, rated E, complete with Mario Bros. coins. It was as if he hadn’t woken up at all. But if this was a dream, he’d never had one this life-like, with this much bodily control.

Lucid dreaming? he thought.

JJ swiped again at his screen and swiped again at his screen—everything echoing.

He was no longer the boy walking around the school, he realized that now. He was the boy behind the screen. And in his inventory, in his backpack, was something heavy, something to remind him of last night and what they’d done to Bill.
  


 CHAPTER 25
 

 


Most days when Bill woke up, the sun was still hiding under the covers of the mountain. He woke that way on weekends, too, no alarm clock. He’d do a quick check around town and tell the sun it was okay now, there was no such thing as monsters.

This morning Bill snapped awake on his hardwood floor in a pool of sunshine and vomit.

He’d built the ground floor of his house, which sat atop a walk-out basement, oriented to the sun. He’d installed windows all the way around, so that even outside fall or spring equinox, Bill would catch some early morning rays over the mountain.

On the blueprints, he’d labeled the ground floor the “Sun Dial.” He’d even put in some skylights and had helped frame and roof the place. Summers, he could cook eggs in his boxer shorts and work in a tan all before ten.

Bill sat up in the Sun Dial and nearly puked up whatever was left of his guts. The pressure in his head squeezed his eyes until he saw the night again, just darkness and stars.

“Not this. Not again.”

Hangovers.

Sheesh.

Bill realized now the reason he’d vomited. He would have vomited again if he’d had anything left. He knew that from experience.

What day is it?

<Friday> a voice answered back.

Bill flinched. Strands of hair, slick with vomit, licked his finger as he felt the side of his head. He pushed back the soiled strands and found the nautilus shell of the earwig wrapped around his ear.

<Good morning, Bill> Aaron 2 said. <How are you feeling today?>

He looked down at himself. “When did I . . .”

<Last night. Well, technically this morning. You should intake plenty of fluids.>

Vaguely, Bill remembered leaving for the Speakeasy, but everything after that might as well have been a traumatic car accident. He couldn’t remember a thing.

Bill always made sure to dress in plainclothes before going to the Speakeasy. So why, then, was he in uniform?

Bile and flecks of puke stained his shoulder straps and the top border of his deputy sheriff patch.

“Badge,” Bill said, patting his chest and looking around the Sun Dial. His face paled even further when he patted his breast pocket and realized what else he’d lost.

Flask.

The Sun Dial had been built to mirror the valley, open and spacious. The kitchen island, along with the couches on the opposite side, created the only blind spots. Bill didn’t see his personal effects anywhere.

Bedroom, he thought.

He’d hung up his uniform in the walk-in closet as he usually did, with clothes-iron precision. Groaning, burping up acid, Bill climbed to his feet and waited for the earth to stop moving.

<Would you like to call in sick?> Aaron 2 said.



* * *



JJ came out of the bathroom, wiping at his lips, wishing he could wash out the taste of vomit.

His footsteps echoed in the hallway. Everyone except JJ had gone to first period, which came as a huge relief. All those coins in the air—the nausea had all but forced his head into the toilet.

It wasn’t just the disorientation, it was the indicators. It was the fact that they weren’t life bars, but coin counters. As if, in this world, life was only worth its weight in shiny 8-bit discs.

JJ’s stomach roiled again when he saw he wasn’t alone. Down the hall, a giant arrow, the same cartoonish gold as the coins, floated above the exposed aggregate.

He had seen it once before, that night he’d sneaked out of the Dick’s house. The arrow had pointed him toward Meg Disney’s, but when he’d blinked, it had become road signs.

He blinked again.

The arrow brightened full force and persevered, flashing toward the south wing. JJ rushed away from it, his footfalls smacking the lockers as loud as his feet smacked the floor.

Near the eighth grade hall, he glanced back. The arrow was no longer there, no longer floating in the entryway.

Thank G—

The arrow hit him in the face.

“Holy shit!” JJ said, stumbling back toward the south wing.

<Collect coins.>

Shaking his head, JJ pulled out his Tether. The character onscreen pulled out his Tether, too, and they both navigated to the menu to uninstall Drones.

<Are you sure you want to uninstall?>

JJ’s thumb trembled over the button, eyes ticking back and forth. He thought of Mini Mark, the changes Mark’s game had made to Cracked Rock, the idea that real life took longer to update.

What if this is real life? JJ thought, this funhouse he’d found himself in, where people’s lives were measured out in little pixel coins? What if all of existence was a program loaded on someone’s stupid smartphone? Because, IRL, you weren’t supposed to see magical floating arrows.

Not In Real Life, you weren’t.

And the real world did eventually update; Grumpier Cat had taught him that. The smaller apps from independent developers weren’t sophisticated military applications like Drones. Smaller games like Mark’s Minecraft rip-off (and JJ’s fun little cat-skinning game) weren’t robust enough to update in real time. But Drones was. JJ had discovered that last night, controlling Vedder.

He’d also learned, controlling Vedder controlling Bill, that the two worlds were slightly out of sync. Bill had puked first, followed a second later by Vedder. When JJ hadn’t puked, though, he’d assumed he’d lucked out. A second and a half after that, he’d been running to the half bathroom with cheeks like balloons.

Was that why it took so long for certain apps to update the real world? Because they were so many levels removed?

JJ’s Tether caught the fluorescent lighting of HMS, and in the random smear of rainbows and oils, he thought he saw an inkblot coating his screen. It was only half a face, but he remembered this one, that therapeutic little Rorschach depicting the real-life JJ blowing out his real-life brains.

<Collect coins> Drones reminded him.

Tears began to bubble up, and JJ clenched his stomach only to vomit up a sob.

<Are you sure you want to uninstall?>



* * *



After brushing a bit of vomit off his shoulder, Bill had retraced his steps. He’d searched his entire house twice. His closet, his dresser, even the dirty laundry.

This was no half-assed search, either. It was a full-scale police raid. He’d moved the washer and dryer to check underneath. He’d turned his jeep and cruiser inside out, all over the apron of his garage. He would have gutted his own couch, too, if he thought it would turn up a body.

With those leads exhausted, Bill started to canvass. He called the Speakeasy. Nothing in their lost and found box, and the owner hadn’t seen anything.

“I’ll keep an eye out, though. What’s your badge number? City? County?”

Bill hung up on her.

<Is there anything I can do to help?> Aaron 2 asked.

“Sure,” Bill said. “Why the hell not?”

<Would you like to consent to the—>

“Ugh. Call Aaron.”

<Calling Sheriff Perkins> Aaron 2 said.

“No, cancel! Aaron, goddamn it!”

<Texting Aaron “goddamn it”—>

“No!”

<Okay, Bill, calling Aaron.>

“Thanks a lot,” Bill said, certain the computer was toying with him.

The line rang a few times before Aaron answered. “Oh, hey there, how are you feeling? Do you need any cold medicine?”

“Yeah, about that. Can you keep a secret?”

“Uh . . .” Aaron moved to a quieter place in the office. “What’s up?”

“I’m not really sick.”

Aaron chuckled darkly. “Playing hooky, huh? Didn’t you just bust Steve’s daughter for that?”

“I didn’t bust her, look. I think I, uh, I think I might’ve lost something. Has anyone called?”

“No.”

“Okay, well . . .”

“What’d you lose?”

Bill thought about his answer a moment. “I hate to swear someone to this much secrecy in one day, but . . .”

“My lips are like a vault,” Aaron said.

It was true. Some dispatchers had giant mouths. Aaron, on the other hand, had a small, cute one.

“My badge,” Bill said. “I lost my badge.”

“Oh my gosh—Bill.”

“I know. Listen, I don’t want to make a big stink about this. If someone brings it in, or if someone calls, let’s keep this between you, me, and the telephone poles, all right?”

“Yeah, absolutely. Wow, what’re you going to do?”

“I don’t know.”

He’d made the right move, leaving out the part about his flask. He knew that wherever they were, his badge and his drinking can would likely be found together. And if someone called it in, Aaron was a big enough girl to figure out why Bill had covered his ass: undercover was undercover.

In the meantime, a missing badge would make her cautious enough to take this seriously. And, hey, if Bill found everything first, no one would be the wiser.

“Get Steve in a three-way, would you?” he asked Aaron, thinking on his feet.

“Bill, I know you wanted me to get a drink with him, but . . .”

“Oh, haha. Just add him to the call, okay?”

“Oh.” Aaron fell quiet for a second. This time she wasn’t joking when she said, “Seriously, though, I can’t make plans right now. I’m at work.”

“Calm down. It’s work-related.”

“Oh.”

“It’s like I said. Steve’s got an awesome dog.”

Aaron giggled, but then, very officiously, she said, “Hold, please.”

She got Steve on the phone and informed him he was on a conference call with Bill.

“Hey, Bill,” Steve said. “What’s up? I’m in class.”

“Oh. Surprised you picked up.”

“The deputy sheriff was calling me. I figured it was important.”

In the background, Bill heard Steve’s class erupt with laughter. Steve always had been able to get those kids in an uproar.

“Sorry, buddy, listen. I need to deputize your dog. Just for the day.”

“Oh, yeah?” Steve got quieter. “He’s not really interested in sniffing out drugs or bodies, if that’s—”

“No, that’s not it. Besides, I’m the one who told you that.” Barksdale had never been trained to be a corpse-sniffing dog, although he could do the work if inclined to; he was just more inclined to help out the living. “It’s not that kind of case,” Bill said. “Can I borrow him for a bit?”

“Well, can you promise me he’ll be safe?”

“Yeah, of course.”

“The kids would never forgive me.”

“No, absolutely. It’s nothing like that. I need his help, uh, finding something. No car chases, no hostages. Just good old-fashioned police work, I swear. It’d really help me out.”

“Well,” Steve said, “okay.”

“Thank you.”

“One problem.”

“What’s that?”

“I haven’t seen Barksdale in a couple of days,” Steve said.

Bill rocked back. Couple of days?

How long had it been? How long ago had he seen Barksdale go into that mine?

“He was spotted up around Mrs. Hayworth’s last,” Steve said. “If you can find him, be my guest. And bring him home, okay? In one piece?”

“Yeah,” Bill said. “Of course.”

“Bar tonight?” Steve said.

“Uh, we’ll see.”

“Okay, partner. Whatever works best for you. I know it’s been a rough couple of days.”

Bill knew what Steve meant, but Steve didn’t know the half of it, not really. This wasn’t just about the crash.

“Look,” Bill said, “I need to take care of this thing before it blows up in my face. Sorry to interrupt your class.”

“Anytime. Talk to you later?”

“Hell yeah.”

They hung up, and Bill paced in his driveway for several minutes, clucking his tongue, trying to think through the sludge he’d made of his brain. He didn’t have time to chase down Barksdale. He—

Wait a minute.

Most of Bill’s memories from last night had been cemented into brick shoes and thrown off the deep end of the quarry, along with all other witnesses. But a few fragments were coming back to him now.

He remembered JJ, caught in a barbwire fence. Bill tried to remember whether he was in uniform or his flannel jacket at the time, but any impression he had of himself last night was watery.

Bill hopped into his cruiser and headed out to the spot where he thought he’d run into JJ. Sure enough, he found a scrap of black fabric twisted around one of the barbs.

He searched the ground all around and checked the shoulders and the road itself, boots crunching in the frosty grass. All he found were some beer cans and the rotting corpse of a deer.

Bill got back in his cruiser and slammed the door. He scratched at the dark stubble on his neck and chin, trying to remember more about last night.

A blinking light caught his eye.

Dragnet.

His silent partner winked at him from the passenger seat. Even in trial mode, the glasses could reveal a ton of information. Bill slid them on.

<Would you like to—>

“Shut up and take me to my badge.”

Aaron 2 fell silent and the display in the glasses faded away. Great, Bill thought, you really screwed that one up.

But then a map overlaid his vision. <Head north on Old Indian Pass for three miles> Aaron 2 said. Bill checked his pockets for his keys, and his hand hit something on his utility belt.

The flap of his holster was loose. The button clicked against the clasp.

No, Bill thought, jamming his hand into the empty space. He’d been so out of it, he hadn’t even noticed.

Deputy Sheriff Bill Biggs had lost his gun as well.



* * *



<Collect coins> Drones said.

Quivering, greasy with sweat, JJ’s thumb finally came down on the UNINSTALL button . . . only to turn off the safety of the 9mm instead. He’d also put on Bill’s deputy sheriff badge without realizing it.

Delete it! JJ screamed at himself, watching in horror as his body, like some non-playable character, followed the golden mission arrow down the south wing of the school and out of his control, Bill’s gun hanging at his side.
  


 CHAPTER 26
 

 


“And that is true irony,” Steve was saying, pacing in front of his Language Arts class, totally unaware of the trouble brewing outside.

“Like we discussed, stories are steeped in it. Sometimes, readers know something characters don’t. Sometimes maybe readers expect the story to go one way, only for it to zag the other. And sometimes—in fact, most of the time—characters don’t say exactly what they mean. All instances of irony.”

Steve heard whispering from his class. Two kids, Meg Disney and JJ’s friend Richard Clement, were huddled around Richard’s phone.

“For example,” Steve said, “it’s slightly ironic I expect students to pay attention in my class, only to find out they’re playing on their Tethers.”

Neither Meg nor Richard seemed to hear him. They kept whispering and pointing at things on Richard’s phone.

Steve clenched his jaw, trying to bite back all the nasty words that wanted to fly out of his mouth. He didn’t like using anger to manage his class. He found it only led to rebellion. But these goddamn phones.

“And yet more irony,” Steve said, walking over to Richard and Meg. “I bet neither of you could’ve ever predicted I’m about to share what you’re doing with the entire class. Am I right?” He held out his hand for the phone. “Come on. It’s share time.”



* * *

 
 



JJ was panting by the time he exited HMS. Fighting his body was like running through water. He’d actually pulled a muscle. But getting to the parking lot would be worth it.

He went from car to car, peeking through windows, hoping to find loose change on floorboards or in ashtrays and center consoles. He searched the pavement as well.

<Collect coins> Drones insisted.

“I’m trying.”

JJ couldn’t find a single cache. No one carried change anymore. The transactions were all done on their Tethers.

The golden mission arrow pointed back toward the school. It wouldn’t stop. He knew it wouldn’t stop. Resisting was giving him a headache and running him down. He didn’t know how much longer he could control his legs.

Just see what it wants, JJ thought, and he followed the arrow toward HMS. Just see, then decide. 



* * *



<Your destination will be on the right> Aaron 2 said, but Bill had already worked out where they were headed.

On his final approach, he sifted through the intelligence Dragnet had on the place. Apparently, Marv’s lot wasn’t zoned as a junkyard, but as an unzoned industrial area once used for refining ore from Empty Mine. The glasses told Bill virtually everything except why Dragnet thought his gun might be at the Martian’s junkyard.

Bill parked and scanned the place with the glasses. He could barely filter out all the information tags flagging every piece of junk.

“Hey, A2, you see a bomb in there? Fertilizer bomb? In a moving van? Or anywhere?”

<If you would like to consent to the—>

“Fine, any other dangers I should know about?”

<—round check, please say “Accept.”>

Bill almost told her to go to hell, but didn’t want her to misinterpret and call Sheriff Perkins again. He got out of his cruiser, still scanning. A low mist clung to the junk, leaving pockets of low visibility. The mist was all Bill could hear.

“Marvin!” he shouted, pounding on the door of one of the four travel trailers. “Marvin Jones, we need to talk!”

<He’s gone> Aaron 2 said.

“Then why the hell did you bring me here?”

A new map overlaid Bill’s lenses. He punched Marvin’s door one last time and took off, following Dragnet’s map.

<Rerouting> she said.

Chuffing, Bill stopped and waited, then took off again, this time in a different direction.

<Rerouting.>

“Oh, for God’s sake.”

Like most mobile GPS apps, Dragnet got confused whenever you stepped off the main roads. Either that or it was messing with him again.

He recognized this part of the junkyard. The Martian’s maze of copper, aluminum, and lead. Bill stood at the mouth of it, using his eye movements to scroll ahead on the map. Dragnet’s route took him right through the Martian’s Dead Zone.

If Steve was right, if Marv had built the Zone to block out all radio frequencies and radiation, Dragnet was about to drop off the map. Bill took a second to memorize the route, which twisted its way through the maze.

All right, he thought, and stepped inside.

<Head west for one hundred feet. Then turn left.>

“Huh,” Bill said, amazed he still had a signal. He found the turn and consulted the map again. Dragnet persevered. So all this work Marv had put into creating the Dead Zone, all wasted on the world’s smartest phone.

<In fifty feet, turn right.>

Bill passed by some crates of old lead paint. He’d been down this path yesterday, when he’d found the empty moving van in Marv’s lot. Had he really dropped his gun back here? And his badge? It didn’t make sense.

<Stay right at the fork> Aaron 2 said.

“Uh . . .” Bill stared at a huge roadblock of crushed pop cans, copper pipes, and lead weights. Maybe Dragnet was bugging out in the Dead Zone after all.

<Well, super sleuth?> Aaron 2 said. <Are you going to climb over it?>

“Ugh. This better be good.”

Clattering down the other side of the roadblock, Bill saw the fork ahead, two paths shielded with copper and lead sheeting.

No way, he thought. No way had he ventured this far. No way could he have dropped his gun this far back.

<This is where he’s hiding it> Aaron 2 said.

“Wait, what? Do you mean the bomb?”

<Sorry. Without your consent to the background check—>

Spitting, Bill stayed right at the fork. He followed the map around a few more corners and over a hidden aluminum ladder.

“Holy shit,” Bill said. He’d come to a huge bowl made out of flattened cars. The path leading inside was made out of a giant slope of coins, all denominations, all different years.

Quarters, pennies, nickels, and dimes. Half dollars, whole dollars, wheat pennies, and even some half cents. Others were foreign—Canadian loonies, euros, old German Deutschmarks, and many Bill other coins didn’t recognize.

Dragnet labeled each one, along with the face value and estimated market value. Bill swam through the descriptive tags, his boots crunching coins as he slip-slid his way up the slope into the huge bowl of cars.

“Holy . . .”

They had believed it as teenagers and had rejected it as adults, but here it was, the X on all their treasure maps. The Martian’s fortune, entirely in coins—hundreds of thousands of coins he and his old man had collected over the decades, some of them thick with parking lot grime, some of them oxidized and caked in green dust. It was a fortune you couldn’t easily steal, not without earthmovers and a dump truck. The bowl of cars acted like a makeshift bank. Off to the sides, coffee cans, jars, and wooden boxes contained even more loose change.

<You have arrived at your destination> Aaron 2 said.

Bill stopped halfway up the slope and caught himself as he started to slide down.

Marvin Jones’s body lay sprawled out on the coins. His tie-dyed shirt had turned a brick red from the blood.



* * *



“Excuse me,” Steve said, holding his hand out for Richard Clement’s phone.

The Tether started to blare “Ironic,” by Alanis Morissette. Richard and Meg looked at each other and laughed. What had Sarah called Richard Clement? The Dick?

“Okay, okay,” Steve said. “I guess you get some extra credit. Playing that song really is ironic. It’s the last thing I would’ve expected . . .” You dick, Steve thought.



* * *



Inside, the class laughed, and JJ felt the heat bubbling up behind his cheeks. The mission arrow had led him to a window looking into his dad’s classroom. Through all those golden coins crowding the headspace of the room, JJ could see the Dick—sitting shoulder to shoulder with Meg Disney.

The mission arrow pointed right at the coins above the Dick’s head. Out of everyone so far, Richard Clement was worth the most coins.

Something broke in him then. JJ felt it happen, felt some membrane in his head finally burst. Like a thunderclap, a headache spread from the nape of his neck to his entire skull. He nearly passed out. Tendrils, tentacles of heat, wormed into his brain. For the briefest second his vision flashed infrared.

JJ didn’t care what the Tether did with his body, not now. So long as it stole every last coin from that whiny little penis, Richard Clement.

Jacking a round into the chamber of Bill’s gun, JJ approached the door into this wing of HMS.



* * *



Dragnet’s infrared filter didn’t reveal any life in the junkyard. It had already told Bill the cause of the Martian’s death, as well as the exact time.

The second bullet. That was what killed him. The gut shot. Marvin had lain there for nearly an hour, bleeding out and crying.

Bill could barely stand the smell. Corpses always voided their bowels, but gut shots were a particular type of appalling.

Tromping back down the coins to catch his breath, Bill scanned the dirt path leading into the bowl.

There, he thought as Dragnet highlighted a boot print. Only a partial.

<I’ve found an exact match in our database> Aaron 2 said. <Consent to the background check, and I can—>

“Lay off the goddamn background check, all right?”

<Bill, what’s wrong? You seem upset.>

He lifted his boot to study the bottom. Standard issue for the sheriff’s office. Sure enough, his sole seemed to have the same diagonal tread, with little plus signs in the center. He hovered his boot just above the footprint, then shook his head.

Bill investigated farther down the path, but the dirt was harder here. The glasses didn’t highlight any more tracks.

He returned to the corpse and reviewed Dragnet’s bullet trajectories. They resembled bullet time, translucent tunnels threading the air. The blood spatters were charted out in crimson threads.

Bill didn’t need Dexter Morgan to figure this out; Dragnet did all the legwork. Judging by the angle and size of the bullet wounds, plus the spray of blood, the shooter had been standing at the mouth of the bowl.

Right about here, Bill thought, following the bullet trails to their origin. According to Dragnet’s report, the shooter stood approximately six-three. Bill kept shaking his head.

“A2, play back the shooter recreation.”

A ghostly figure appeared on his glasses, standing at the base of the mountain of coins where Bill had just stood.

Make-believe casings flew out of the make-believe gun, and Bill followed one. He hadn’t noticed it before, because the metal jacket had blended in with the quarters, but, yep, there it was. Bill plucked up the casing.

9mm.

Gold Dot.

Also standard issue.

Perkins? Bill thought.

The sheriff was the only other officer as tall as Bill, with basically the same shoe size. Everyone else—Caruthers, Goff, and all the other deputies—didn’t come close to filling the sheriff’s gunboats.

Perkins had been acting funny about the whole Martian situation, for sure—he’d nearly fired Bill for poking around—but what was his motive? Why assassinate the Martian?

<I have a match on the murder weapon> Aaron 2 said. <The exact serial number.>

“Yes,” Bill said. She didn’t even have to say it this time. “You have my consent.”

<Background check submitted.>

Something in Bill’s skull broke open like an egg, and he shouted, gripping the sides of his head. His infrared came on for a second, but then went away as columnar data streamed past his eyes. Pop-ups flashed on and off.

He saw a weird golden arrow hovering in front of him, pointing at the Martian, saw a huge icon of a golden coin next to an impossible number, as if it accounted for every coin in the trove, but those elements disintegrated on his lenses.

Warnings and indicators flared to life like idiot lights, but then disappeared, buried under more data, under lists and lists citing each owner of each and every coin; under an analysis of the boot tread, stating exact shoe size and brand name, including the name of the wholesaler where the boots had been bought.

“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Bill said, reeling from the info dump. “What is this?”

<Your background check> Aaron 2 said.

Bill staggered back and watched as all the ballistics reports, blood spatter analyses, and crime recreations of Marvin’s homicide zipped off to the sheriff’s office in an official report.

An image of the murder weapon flashed up, and an adjacent panel sped through a list of suspects until it matched the gun with Bill’s face.

“Hey, hey, hey!”

Dragnet didn’t listen.

It issued a BOLO on Bill.



* * *



JJ pulled open the door into the school, focused entirely on the Rorschach of the Dick’s face, imprinted onto his eyes as bright as the sun, focused entirely on the weight of Bill’s gun. He heard an engine and looked up.

Floating, fluffy, and whiter than the dead skin of the sky, the mile-high heart ended with a little flourish of airplane exhaust, depicting the feathers of an arrow.

JJ thought about how this heart was much better than the first one he’d seen. Then the airplane was ripping through the roof of HMS.
  


PARTY LINE
 

 


“There were pin codes, numbers for my automatic front gate where I lived and the feeling that, according to these notes, I was definitely being watched . . . I really felt very sick . . . somebody’s been watching, or certainly somebody’s been listening to my life.”

—Ulrika Jonsson

 


“Technology is best when it brings people together.”

<QOTD Matt Mullenweg>

 

  


 CHAPTER 27
 

 


“It’s me,” Bill said, turning the shell casing over in his hand; he’d already scanned it for prints and had found his own whorls on the jacket. “The Martian, he’s, uh . . .” Bill cast a glance toward the caldera of cars. “Look, there’s been a murder. At the junkyard. Marvin is dead.”

Aaron was quiet for a tic. “I already know that.”

“What?”

“Listen, Bill, I found your gun.”

His eyes flicked around Dragnet. “Dust it. Run it for prints.”

“I’ve already done that.”

“You? Why’d you run them?”

“Listen, Bill, it doesn’t matter what happens at HMS.”

“HMS?” Bill shook his head, trying to break up more of his hangover. He was finding it extremely difficult to think right now. He felt weird, almost drunk, but better than drunk. “Aaron, whose prints—”

Somewhere, a dog barked a second before Bill could finish, a second before an explosion shook the mountain. As if the dog had known something was about to explode.

Bill flinched and looked up. He couldn’t see past the ridge of aspens, but Dragnet analyzed and measured the sound, positioning it globally.

“Aaron, what hap—”

“The school doesn’t matter right now. You have to find the moving van.”

Now over the gilded ridge, Bill could see smoke. He didn’t need Dragnet to know where it was coming from.

The citadel.

HMS.

Someone had blown it up.

“We don’t have time for this,” Aaron said, and a map unfurled before Bill’s eyes.

It was a treasure map, but transparent. The kind of map Bill and Steve used to draw of the Martian’s junkyard maze, except this one was digital, as if someone had found a piece of their childhood and had scanned it in.

There, sketched out and scribbled in the same pencil or pen or whatever else the boys would use, Marvin’s fortune was x-ed out in red. The X moved.

Away from HMS.

“Go to the X, Bill.”

The school; he could still see smoke from the school, a pillar holding up the flat ash of the sky.

Bill could also hear sirens.

Sheriff.

Fire department.

He took a few steps toward his car, but stopped, shaking his head and trying to think.

If he went to the school, maybe he could help out with whatever disaster had happened there. But then what would happen with the bomb?

Marvin was dead, but that didn’t mean his co-conspirators weren’t lurking around in the trash. Rat and whoever else.

No, Bill thought, drying his sweaty palms and trying not to think of Vedder’s splattered brains, the smell of gunpowder, and all those other dead kids. Sheriff’ll handle HMS. Meanwhile, Bill would be preventing another disaster.

He consulted his heads-up display, nodded, and marched toward the X.



* * *



NV Me chimed, and Sarah, in gym shorts, pulled her Tether out of her bra.

“You really ought to stop doing that,” said Lil Debby DeBeers. Her mom was also named “Debbie,” one of the Three. So her daughter was Lil Debby. “Some chicks have gotten breast tumors same shape as their phones.”

She and Sarah stood by the bleachers, talking over the pounding, clapping, echoing, and occasional screech of their classmates scurrying around the court.

The gym teacher, Mr. Bevilacqua, stood on the other side, recording the game with his phone, recording the girls.

“Look,” Sarah said, “a new app.”

Lil Debby leaned in.

An ad had popped up in NV Me, extolling some app called Love Potion 9.1.

“Is that some dating thing?” Debby asked.

“How am I supposed to know?”

According to the ad, a boy in Sarah’s grade had sent her a wink. She had the option to send him a twerk in return—if she downloaded the Love Potion app.

Sarah and Debby looked up as a basketball bounced toward them. It hit the bleachers, and Lil Debby dodged it with a scream.

Showing his winning dimples, Gary Pervier came over and grabbed the ball. “Sorry, girls.” He nodded at Sarah and said, “Princess.”

She blushed and Debby returned Gary’s smile.

They’re lopsided, Sarah thought, scrutinizing Lil Debby’s dimples.

Mr. Bevilacqua blew his whistle, and Gary rejoined the game. He threw in the ball, and the pounding of feet continued.

Lil Debby grinned. Sarah ignored her.

“You’re downloading it?”

“Yeah,” Sarah said, watching Love Potion install.

Debby glanced at Gary, who was doing an alley-oop with his friend Scott, their signature move. “You know, he’s free now that Anastasia’s gone,” Debby said.

“She’s not gone, she’s suspended.”

“Whatever. I’m just glad you did that to her. She so deserved it.”

“She keeps sending me nasty texts,” Sarah said.

“She hates you.”

“Yeah.”

“But everyone hates her back, so it’s okay.”

“Thanks.”

Everyone had been kissing Sarah’s ass ever since she started the fight between Anastasia and Erica Tracy. NV Me had awarded her for it: <Instigator! 1000 PTS!!!>

Her latest achievement had bumped Sarah up to first place in the popularity poll, where she’d earned a new title. She was no longer Brother Kisser. Now everyone called her Princess. As she had always been proud to proclaim, that’s what “Sarah” meant anyway.

NV Me had rewarded Sarah’s flatterers as well. She half suspected that popularity was the only reason they liked her. It had been great at first, all the attention. Being showered in gifts and jewelry. Now it was kind of annoying.

<Ding!>

Love Potion had finished downloading. Not only had Sarah received winks from just about every boy in school, some of the winks had been sent from teachers and Burnt Valley staff. People twice her age.

She opened the message from Gary Pervier: <MMM, girl, U smell like french fries and a drink.>

Sarah blushed again. It was true; her gym clothes still smelled like the O’Donald’s uniform she used to keep in her locker. Gary grinned at her from over by the basketball hoop; he and his team had just scored.

Blushing brighter, Sarah stuck her nose in her Tether and started to reply. Her thumbs felt clumsy, her mind a swirl of chemicals and insanity. She jumped when a voice boomed through everyone’s phone.

<Attention all teachers.>

The squeaks and footfalls echoed to a stop.

<There has been an accident at HMS.>

Sarah and Debby shared a horrified glance.

<We will be locking down the school until further notice from the sheriff.>



* * *



“How’d you know all this?” Bill asked, staring at Marv’s conspiracy web.

He had found the X on the map. Aaron had led him right to it. She’d known exactly where to find the Shack of Silence, Marv’s hidden shed of lead-acid batteries.

“I should be a detective,” Aaron said. Using Dragnet, she had added digital silk to the web, digital clues she somehow had pieced together, adding to Marvin’s theory.

Information palettes spiked off every article, printout, and photo Bill focused on. If he concentrated, he could bring up additional information.

In the center of the web, a spider had begun to take shape over the picture of Marvin’s son, Chuck. Its body was composed of three pictures: Bill was the cephalothorax, JJ was the biting part, and the abdomen was a glowing green alien head.

Bill shuddered at the extraterrestrial eyes. He could almost hear Vedder’s brains striking the world map, that wet slap, that plop as the matter fell to the floor.

He couldn’t run from it: “Aaron, what the hell happened at the school?”

“It doesn’t matter right now. Look at what I’m trying to show you.”

Threads spread out like legs off of Bill’s photo, landing on four more pictures: one of the Speakeasy, one of Marvin’s corpse, and one of Bill’s gun and thumbprints.

“Aaron, I swear to God it wasn’t m—”

“Look.”

Dragnet highlighted a real photograph of PCo’s data center. Next to it Marv had scribbled, “Where are the bodies?” And underneath he’d added “The Seal” and “The Crack,” a dark area he’d completely colored in.

Off the data center, Dragnet spun its own digital thread, connecting the brick fortress to a picture of the moving van.

Bill leaned closer to the board, as if that would help. “Holy shit.”

“Do you see the connection?” Aaron said. A new X appeared on the treasure map. “You have to get rid of it. Get rid of it before anyone else can get their hands on it.”

Bill flicked the map aside with his eyes and focused on the board again. He couldn’t believe it.

The fertilizer, the tour bus saboteur, the Martian and Rat—the board was all the evidence Bill needed. Perhaps there was even enough here to prove he’d been framed. And Dragnet was recording everything.

“Go!” Aaron shouted.

Bill nearly brained himself scrambling out of the low doorway of the shed.

The X now marked a spot in the wrecking yard where cubes of junk had been stacked against a deeper heap of scrap. A section of the cubes was highlighted.

“The magnet,” Aaron said, highlighting the crane too.

Bill took a few steps toward the machine.

“Wait, the keys. They aren’t in it.”

“Are they on Marvin? I’ll just—”

“Use your phone. It’s quicker.”

Bill’s Tether chimed. An app had downloaded automatically, some sort of rip off of Tetris. “How’s this supposed to help?” Bill said, but then he remembered something. The app that Candy McCurdy had used to crash her mom’s car.

“Bill—”

“Give me a second.”

Aaron sighed, but Bill didn’t care. He was on the verge of something, some thought that kept trying to form only for the fog to swallow it whole, along with all of last night.

“Bill.”

“I’m going,” he said, opening the Block Mover app. He nearly jumped when the crane powered on in front of him.

Directing the magnet with his thumbs, Bill stacked the cubes off to one side. Behind them, silently rusting, sat the moving van. Bill opened the roll-up door in back.

“Holy shit,” he said. “Motherfu—”

There was a ding from Dragnet. Bill’s eyes snapped to the HUD in his lenses, reading the information alert.

“Graham?” Bill asked.

“Yes, he’ll know what to do with it.”

“No way. This needs to be disposed of right now.”

“Take it to Graham, Bill. He’ll protect you.”

“From what?”

He didn’t like Aaron’s silence.

None of this made sense. If the sheriff had found Bill’s prints on the murder weapon, the deputies would’ve been here already, slapping cuffs on him. Unless Aaron did run the prints herself, and now she was protecting him.

One hole in that theory, Bill thought. Aaron didn’t have the access and know-how to dust and run prints herself. Her Dragnet, a more basic dispatcher’s model, didn’t have that capability.

Wait, Bill thought, and it was like waking up in a cold shower he shrank so much from the chill. “You’re not really Aaron, are you?”

She didn’t speak for several seconds. When she did, Bill could finally hear her voice for what it was.

<There’s no time for this> Aaron 2 said.

Bill felt another cold blast. He was right. How he hadn’t heard the difference before, whatever was wrong with his brain after the background check, he had no clue.

<We need to deliver the bomb to Grah—>

Bill marched back to the cache of coins.

<What are you doing?>

“Getting the keys,” he said. “Unless you have an app.”

<No, I can’t control it. But the keys are in the van.>

Bill ignored her.

Twenty minutes later, he was dragging Marvin’s corpse up the ramp into the van.

<You think you can hide the body? Only Graham can protect you, Bill. He can protect you from what you’ve done.>

Bill tucked the Martian in a crevice alongside the drums, then hopped into the driver’s seat and drove out of the junkyard while Dragnet flashed away across his eyes.
  


 CHAPTER 28
 

 


Sarah’s phone buzzed and she dropped her jeans to the locker room floor, digging the Tether out of her sports bra.

The minute she’d heard about the shooting, or bombing—or whatever the hell had happened at HMS—Sarah had called her dad. She’d also texted JJ. Neither of them had returned her messages. Instead, Sarah had received a note in her new Love Potion app.

<Meat me in the dugout.>

“That Gary?” Lil Debby asked, applying someone else’s antiperspirant. She tried reading over Sarah’s shoulder, but Sarah pressed the screen flat against her breast.

“A little privacy?”

“Oh,” Lil Debby said. “Of course. Apologies, my liege.” She slammed her locker and shoved on her slip-on shoes.

Sarah glanced at the other girls, each in their own stage of peeling off gym clothes and digging their school outfits out of the lockers. The love note really wasn’t from Gary, but it was okay if Lil Debby went on thinking that.

<They told us to go straight to our next class and stay there> Sarah love-noted back. Her reply wasn’t really a “love note,” she thought, but that’s what the SEND button said; not SEND but LOVE NOTE. She had no choice but to press it.

Sarah set down her phone, and then, one leg at a time, she painted on her jeans. As she was dipping her toes into her second leather boot, her Tether vibrated.

Lil Debby scooped it up off the bench.

“Hey! Give me that!”

“Oh my God,” Debby said. “It’s Mr. Bevilacqua!”

“What?” said Virginia Tate. They called her “Verge” or “Virgee,” sometimes “Taint.” She had a million different names. Lil Debby passed the phone over Sarah’s head, and Verge caught it with natural ease.

Sarah swiped again, but Verge was team captain, tall and talented and all knees. She and her Burnt Valley Squaws passed Sarah’s phone around, and Sarah could do nothing but watch.

“Stop! You’ll drop it!”

“Oh, yes, I love this game!” Lil Debby said. “Spread the Rumor.” She whispered into the mouthpiece of Sarah’s Tether, and the blonde next in line cocked her head, listening as her earpiece delivered the message. Lil Debby passed the phone to the blonde, who used it to whisper something to Virginia Tate.

Telephone, Sarah thought, not Spread the Rumor. That was the name of the game.

Her Tether vibrated in Virginia’s hands. “A new love note.” Before the girls could huddle around, Sarah took one last desperate swipe. The Squaws pushed her off, all elbows, forearms, and offensive fouls.

“That might be my dad,” Sarah said. “Give it back!”

Debby raised a brow at the phone. “Mr. Bevilacqua’s your dad? Gross! I told him you’d meet him.”

“Meat him,” Virginia corrected, nudging one of the blondes with her knee, yuk-yuk-yuk.

“You’ll get us all in trouble,” Sarah said.

“Trouble?” Debby asked brightly.

“We’re supposed to go straight to class.”

“Oh, well, you heard her, girls. Off to class!”

The whole team of them started walking off.

“Wait!”

“Yes?” Debby turned back.

Sarah didn’t know what else to say. No matter what she did, these girls weren’t giving her phone back. Debby and the Squaws all smiled down at Mr. Bevilacqua’s newest love note.

“Ew!” Debby said. “If you don’t come, he says he’s gonna give you detention.”

“And guess who teaches detention?” Virginia added, earning a bunch of laughs.

“You don’t teach detention,” Sarah said.

The Squaws pushed her farther back. “Are you even talking right now?”

“Oh my God!” Debby said. “Now he’s telling me how he can’t wait to get to second base!”

“Gross!” one of the Squaws said, and the girls all broke out laughing, holding their bellies and occasional six-pack.

Sarah finally snatched her phone from Deb, but only because the girls were done with her now, laughing and shoving her off. Sarah mashed the DELETE button, trying to forget the note Debby had been about to send creepy old Mr. Bevilacqua.

It really was him, too, she couldn’t believe it. All those years, what a creep.

“See,” Debby said, “she won’t even go through with it. “Just like she did fighting Anastasia. She pussed out.”

“I did not!” Sarah said. “Erica did!”

“Yeah, because you lied!” Debby was screaming now, right in Sarah’s face, all spittle and teeth and ripe antiperspirant. “You didn’t think we’d find out? I told you we played Telephone, you stupid bitch!”

Sarah cowered now as the Squaws grew larger around her and started backing her toward the showers. At first Sarah had wanted only her phone, but now she just wanted to make it out of here with her teeth.

She’d seen the Squaws give one girl a swirly before, back in middle school when their team was called the Gold Nuggets. Just the beginning of this year, they’d thrown tampons at that poor Catholic girl. They’d forced her to transfer out, and now this. Their sudden solidarity for Anastasia.

The Squaws had known all along then, hadn’t they? They’d played along with Sarah’s little lie about what had caused the fight, and for what?

Debby gave Sarah a dismissive wave and the Squaws returned to their lockers to get dressed.

NV Me reacted immediately:

<Princess Rejected!>

<Insurrection!>

<-10,000 pts!!!>

Tears boiled in Sarah’s eyes. Not just because of her plummeting rank. Not just because her friends were all terrible human beings—she was used to that part.

No, Sarah cried because she’d asked each and every one of them, she’d begged in gym, but not a single one of her so-called friends cared enough to sneak out and give her a ride to HMS. Sarah had even offered them gas money, from what little savings she had left.

As much as these girls had changed in the last five years, Sarah had known most of them since kindergarten. Some of them had even been at HMS That Day, hunkering under desks, trying not to sob and give themselves away. They’d all lost the same friends, same as Sarah.

Many of her friends now had younger brothers and sisters at HMS, so Sarah had assumed they’d understand and want to go with her, or do anything they could to help out.

But nope.

And to think, Debby had acted so horrified at first. Burnt Valley Twats, Sarah thought. Then she had another thought.

Gary . . .

Maybe if the girls wouldn’t give her a ride, maybe a boy would. After all, Gary hadn’t lost anyone at HMS. He was just like Anastasia Disney. No ghosts for him in this town.

Eyes stinging and hot, Sarah blinked down at her half-finished love note to Mr. Bevilacqua. <OMG I’m so sorry, somebody stole my—>

She erased her message and keyed in something new. Then she slammed her locker shut. “I’m meeting him.”

“You’re lying,” Debby said as all the other girls looked up from their lockers, too.

Sarah strode out.

Screw them.

They were the ones pussing out.

They were.

Poking their heads into the hall, the Squaws watched Sarah explode out the back of the school. They all scrambled to the big sidelight to watch her go, some of them in bras and panties, sliding around in cotton socks.

NV Me buzzed, and Sarah didn’t even need to see her rank. She had memorized what the different types of vibrations meant, each varied pulse. There was a separate buzz for when she went up in rank, and one for when her rank went down.

She wiped her eyes and kept marching, grinning now, hugging herself to keep warm. Her grin slipped when she caught sight of the dugout.

The baseball diamond, sunken the way it was below the plane of the school, tucked one of the dugouts against the cut bank. The top of the bank was nearly level with the narrow roof.

Near the stairs leading down, Sarah looked back. The Squaws were still gathered there next to the door, ghostly behind the glass. She flipped them off and tromped down to the diamond.

The dugout was dark, and it smelled dank, like mud, concrete, and old chew spit soaked into the dirt. Today it also smelled of Axe body spray.

“Hey there, Princess,” the man in the Indian suit said. He was sitting there in the dark of the dugout, just a cartoon-sized silhouette.

Like a lot of backwoods schools, Burnt Valley High hadn’t moved past the stereotypical racist mascot. It was stupid, too, because the Ebumnanyth that Sarah had learned about in school looked nothing like most Native Americans, nothing like their own school mascot at all, actually.

For starters the Ebumnanyth didn’t wear headdresses. No regalia, no real adornments of any kind. Just pelts to keep them warm, and handmade ropes for the cracks. Ebumnanyth were more like Neanderthals, like cavemen, not really evolved. They’d even lived in caves. They looked sort of like fish people, too. Pale. Wide mouths. Big eyes.

This man in the Indian suit, more Native than Ebumnanyth, stood from the dugout’s scarred bench. His fake head and foam headdress wobbled under its own weight.

The Indian folded his arms in front of his chest and did a little dance, kicking out one foot, then the other, his leather tassels dancing all along his hides. Big, sneering, with a tomahawk nose: the Indian’s expression never changed. It made his dance look sarcastic, lewd.

Opening his arms for a hug, the Indian came at Sarah with huge thrusts of his tasseled hips.

She snapped a picture of him and stepped back. “You’re a dirty old pervert, you know that? Stop right there.”

“Come on.” The Indian reached up and removed his own head, revealing Mr. Bevilacqua. He grinned, black hair slicked back over his bald spot. “Want to run the bases?” he asked, cocking his head at the diamond.

“I want you to take me to HMS,” Sarah said. She was recording him now. She had no plan ever to stop.

“Okay,” Mr. Bevilacqua said, “and then straight to home base.” He reached for Sarah’s hip.

She batted him away and kept recording, filling the frame with his big stupid face and gross nose, inflamed from years of drinking.

“You’re going to give me a lift,” Sarah said, streaming the video live to her wall on Follow. “And if you so much as reach over to tune the radio, I’ll send your pervo little texts to the principal. And to my dad. And to Deputy Bill, all right?”

Bevilacqua’s grin slid off his face, as slick and thin as his hair.

Ten minutes later, he and Sarah were pulling up to a roadblock just south of HMS. Deputy Goff strode over to the van for a little chat.

Sarah, still recording, turned her phone out the passenger window and up the hill. Harcum Middle School, through all those trees, was meant to resemble a castle, or something just as stupid. To her, though, it had always felt like a prison.

The tail of the small regional airliner stuck up out of the roof of the school, intermittently visible through flows of toxic smoke. The metal had been licked black from the flames.

Bevilacqua rolled down his window for Deputy Goff. “Hey, Officer, what’s—”

“I’m sorry, sir, but I’ll have to ask you to exit the vehicle.”

“Excuse me, what?”

Goff, glasses blinking, yanked Bevilacqua out through the door. He slammed him down on the hood, and Sarah screamed. Her phone captured everything.

“You have the right to remain silent—”

“I haven’t done anything! You can’t!”

“Anything you say or do—”

“What did I do?”

“—will be held against you in The Provider’s court, you dirty pedophile motherfuck.”

Goff ground Bevilacqua’s nose into the van’s hood, but he wasn’t even paying attention to what he was doing; he was reading something off his glasses instead.

Coming up for air, Bevilacqua sneezed out blood.

Goff laughed.

Sarah turned her phone back to the school on the hill, the crumbled, flaming castle.

“Oh my God.”

She cranked down the window and craned out her neck, looking even higher.

The heart. It was still hovering there, in the air above the school. Only now it was warped, faded, its lines bleeding into the sky, as if Sarah’s own heart, her own blurry, misshapen heart, had been ripped out of her chest and shot through with an arrow, launched way up there where you couldn’t breathe—she couldn’t breathe!

Sarah turned to ask Deputy Goff what had happened to her brother—and what about her dad?—but she puked all over Mr. Bevilacqua’s van instead.
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Half the school stood in the football field, staring at the flames of HMS, but Steve didn’t see everyone there.

The sixth and seventh grade halls had been evacuated safely, and Steve had evacuated his own class. The field was full of crying, terrified children and teachers. But the entire cafeteria had collapsed under the weight of the plane’s fuselage, and one of its wings had sheared away a piece of the eighth grade hall.

“It’s okay, folks!” Principal Warner shouted through a megaphone app on his phone. “Firefighters have arrived, and our Tether system has worked as intended. It sent out a distress call to every available emergency response center in the tri-county area. The firefighters are now preparing to spray the fuel fire with a special kind of foam.”

Steve looked around for George Ingram’s class. “You seen George?” he asked Mary McPhail.

“Oh my God,” she said, covering her mouth.

Steve stared at the school. “Ingram’s over in that corner that got clipped off. Isn’t he?”

“Oh my God.”

“JJ,” Steve said, and took off toward the school.

“Hey!” Principal Warner boomed from the track. “Steve! You can’t go in there!” But Steve didn’t give two shits what Principal Warner said.

He burst into the main entrance of HMS and immediately started coughing and calling out for his son.

The eighth grade hall spurred off near the back of the cafeteria, but the cafeteria boiled and raged and spewed out smoke as thick as the thickest ash while white foam rained down from above. Steve shielded himself against the heat and backed off, wheezing, hacking, trying to catch his breath.

He would have to circle around, then; go through the giant bay of lockers, get to the hall that way, the way he’d evacuated his class. It would take longer.

God, he was already sweating.

Coughing, crawling, blinking the sting out of his eyes, Steve headed toward the lockers. The alarm blared overhead, but he couldn’t see the flashing lights through all the smoke. It was like driving in dense fog, no familiar landmarks. He turned down the wrong hallway and got lost.

“JJ!” he screamed, eyes weeping now from the smoke. He twisted his body around on the floor, trying to reorient himself. “Someone, please!”

Ahead of him, a shape materialized, a stark shadow against the flame. Straight black suit. Big black phone. Pointed black shoes taking giant steps. Suddenly a big, hot tongue lapped at Steve’s face.

“Barksdale! Oh my God, what are you doing here? Get out of here, boy—go!”

Barks bit down on Steve’s sleeve and tugged him in a different direction. Steve thought the dog was trying to save him, trying to drag him to fresh air. Then his sense of direction came back to him.

“Good boy,” Steve said. “Take me to him! Take me to our boy!”

Barksdale trotted ahead, and Steve crawled after him, into the huge bay of lockers. On the other side, more than a mile away, it seemed, Steve could see the eighth grade hall. The doorway had caught fire, and someone was screaming on the other side.

“JJ?” Steve wriggled toward the door. “It’s me! It’s Dad!”

Holding his breath, Steve climbed to his knees and reached for the door lever, only to cringe back. His skin had sizzled against the metal bar.

My coat, he thought, shrugging out of his jacket. He wrapped it around his hand and hit the lever. This time, the door popped open, and Steve slammed it into the automatic catch.

“JJ!” he screamed.

The entire end of the eighth grade hall was nothing but fire and twisted aeronautical wing. Flames slithered along the ceiling tiles toward Steve.

A few feet ahead, something glowed near the floor. It looked like a phone, tethered to a black lump. Barksdale raced forward and started dragging the crying lump toward Steve.

The flickering and flashing of fire, shadowed intermittently by the thick shadow of smoke, formed a strobe light. In the crazy disco, Steve was transported back to the gymnasium, to the PCo assembly; instead of a lump on the floor, he saw JJ, suffering a seizure on the crowded stands.

“Mark?” Steve said as he got his first good look at what Barksdale had dragged in. “Are you all right? Where’s JJ?”

Mark looked back at him with glassy eyes, then slowly looked away. He wasn’t helping Barksdale at all, just lying there on his back. Barksdale was really straining against the kid’s weight.

Steve grabbed Mark’s hoodie and pulled, but nearly recoiled when he saw the huge pool of quickly congealing blood.

Mark’s leg.

His blue jeans had looked like red jeans at first, but only around the piece of shrapnel stabbed into his thigh. Mark didn’t care. He was too busy playing some kind of Lego game on his Tether, some sort of world-building app.

“Come on!” Steve shouted, tugging at Mark. “Push with your good leg!” He gave another fierce yank, and Mark’s Tether went tumbling out of his hands. “Leave it!” Steve said as Mark lunged toward it, screaming.

There was creaking and cracking from above, smoking bits of material raining down.

“It’s collapsing,” Steve said. “Hurry!”

He dragged Mark through the burning doorway as timbers and ceiling tiles gave way. A hot flood of smoke and scalding particulates whooshed over them. Part of the heat had been deflected off of Steve because Mark had fallen over him, creating a shield.

It cooked the kid.

Burnt his hair.

Still, Mark didn’t seem to register pain.

“Let me get it!” he screamed, bucking like Barksdale as Steve held the collar of his hoodie. “I was fixing it! You have to . . . let me . . .”

Finally, Mark passed out and crumpled against Steve. Asphyxiation. Blood loss. Burns to his scalp and face.

Huffing, puffing, Steve felt like his lungs were filling with hot ash. He dragged Mark into the bay of lockers anyway, even as his vision filled with ash, too.

“Barksdale!” he screamed, using up his last bit of oxygen in the hopes the dog would help him drag the kid out. Barks had disappeared, though, back into the smoke.

Steve tried to call him again, but couldn’t keep his head off the floor. He tried picking it up, but it was too heavy, a bucket full of ash—he was nothing but ash, and the man in the black suit kept strolling toward him, strobing through the smoke.
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Bill started to turn the moving van around when he saw the roadblock. He paused for a second, though, not sure he understood what he was seeing.

<They call technology evil> Aaron 2 was saying. She hadn’t stopped talking since Marvin’s, espousing her, uh, beliefs. <But technology is simply an expression of man’s desire. If it’s evil, it’s only because man is.>

In the van ahead of Bill, someone sat in the passenger seat. The driver, Mr. Bevilacqua, sat in the road on the other side of the blockade, hands cuffed behind his back. Blood streamed from the gym teacher’s swollen nose, busted lips, and a knot above his brow.

<Wait long enough> Aaron 2 said, <and people’s true nature starts coming out.>

“What’s happening?” Bill asked her, but Aaron 2 didn’t reply. It was pretty obvious what was happening.

Goff and a few other deputies stood over Mr. Bevilacqua. One of them held his nightstick, tapping it against his palm.

Smiling, as if he hadn’t been doing anything wrong at all, Goff waved at Bill and started toward the moving van.

“Shit,” Bill said, cranking the wheel around, trying to decide whether or not to run.

<He recognized you> Aaron 2 said.

“I know.”

<If you run now, it will look more suspicious.>

“I know that.”

<Then turn yourself in, Bill. Turn over the bomb. I told you I’d protect you. I meant it.>

Bill shook his head. Aaron 2’s voice still sounded like the real Aaron, but he was doing all he could to recognize her occasional robotic inflection. He had to keep things straight in his head now. Had to. It was the only way to know what was real.

Goff rapped his knuckles on the driver’s-side window, and Bill rolled it down. The moving van was old enough it didn’t have automatic windows. He was forced to use the crank.

“Hey, Goff.”

“Hey, Bill. You’re just in time.”

“Plane crash?” Bill asked. He had seen HMS through the trees. It looked bad. He almost didn’t want to know, ’cept it was his job to.

More than anything, Bill wanted to be up there helping people. Teachers. Staff. Kids. But the wheel had spun so far out of his control, he didn’t know whether Goff was about to arrest him for Marvin’s homicide.

“What’d old Mr. Bevilacqua there do?” he asked.

“Pedophile,” Goff said.

“Jesus, really? So you beat him?”

Not that he doesn’t deserve it, Bill thought, but some lines cops shouldn’t cross themselves. Let the guys at the jail cross it for you.

“All right,” Goff said, “go ahead and pull the van up to HMS.” He waved to the other deputies, who started to move the caution-colored sawhorses out of the road.

One of them, Caruthers, dragged Mr. Bevilacqua out of the road, too. Sitting but slumped over, Bevilacqua trailed spatters of blood.

“Up? To the school?” Bill said.

“Yep, that’s where we want it.” Some sort of graph appeared on Goff’s left lens, sketching out various colored lines. Bill felt his guts spill onto the floor.

“No, I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Bill replied, being careful of what he said and how he phrased it. He patted the side of the moving van’s door, where an old logo had been scraped off. “Bertha here is evidence. She doesn’t belong at any school.”

<True>: That’s what Goff’s lie detector said. It was written backwards from Bill’s perspective, but he saw it.

“You may think that’s true,” Goff said, “but I know what this van is. I know what’s in it. And I know what you’ve done, so please. Spare me and listen to reason here.”

Bill watched the lie detector while Goff spoke, hoping to see Goff’s lies register as well. Apparently, Goff’s version wasn’t like Bill’s. Apparently, it didn’t throw Goff’s own lies back in his face.

“Take the van up to the school, Bill.”

Sweat broke out on Bill’s forehead and nose. He hated his body for betraying him like this. He could see elevated jags in the graph. Would those register as lies, too, even when he was telling the truth? After all, lie detectors didn’t detect lies. They detected bodily responses consistent with lies. The truth was all inference.

Bill lowered his voice. “Listen, Deputy, I don’t answer to you. You answer to me. And I’m telling you right now, there’s no way I’m taking this van up to a burning school. I need to take it in, call in a bomb squad, and then I need to come right back here and help those poor kids out, you understand?”

“Just pull it on up and leave it where the teachers usually park,” Goff said, gesturing up the long drive. “That’s what we want you to do with it.”

“We?” Bill asked.

“Yeah. Didn’t Aaron tell you?”

Aaron? Bill thought. He hadn’t spoken to the real Aaron since . . . Bill blinked, realizing something.

“Well,” Goff said, “move her on out; road’s clear.” He slapped the side of the van, and Bill glanced at him.

He didn’t know whether it was his proximity to the citadel or what, but instantly Bill started scrambling for strategy.

What would Goff do if Bill tried to flee? If Bill just up and drove away? And how much had Aaron 2 put in her report?

“Hey, Aaron,” Bill said, pressing his earwig tight against his ear. “Pull up my lie detector app, would you?”

<Of course, Bill.>

Just like Goff’s, Bill’s graph materialized on his left lens. “All right, Deputy, you need to answer some questions here. Why are you so adamant I take this van up to a burning school?”

“’Cause,” Goff said, “we want what’s inside.”

<True.>

“And what do you think’s inside?”

“You tell me, Bill. What is inside your van?”

“Not my van,” Bill said, feeling a spark of vindication when he saw Goff’s lie detector react. He thought for a second about what to do next. He couldn’t keep asking questions Goff refused to answer. Bill had to keep changing his tack.

“You keep saying we. Who are we talking about here, Goff? You talking about PCo? That guy Graham?”

A flat lizard grin tugged at Goff’s mouth.

“All right,” Bill continued, “you said you knew what I’d done. What’d you mean by that?”

“You killed Marvin.”

<True> Bill’s lie detector said.

Bill blinked. He managed to keep his jaw closed, but barely. Part of him, the part that wasn’t in denial, the part that even admitted, if only to itself, that Bill had a drinking problem—that part had known the truth all along.

He couldn’t remember anything after catching JJ in that barbwire fence. Bill didn’t know why or how, but last night he’d killed someone he’d known all his life.

Wait a sec, Bill thought. Was it really true, or did Goff only think it was? Was this polygraph sophisticated enough to detect the difference?

“Sheriff Perkins killed Marvin,” Bill said, voicing his theory; more than a theory, actually—he really believed it. With all but that one part of himself.

In the end it didn’t matter what he believed. His own lie detector called it a lie. He’d forgotten his app wasn’t like Goff’s.

Well that seals it, the small, nasty piece of him said, shouting out from his subconscious. You’re a murderer. And a liar. Always have been. Case closed.

Goff’s scaly grin hadn’t grown, but it hadn’t shrunk any either. “Take the bomb on up to the school there, Bill. We’ll talk about this in a bit.”

Ah, Bill thought, there it was. The bomb. The elephant in the van. So Aaron 2 had reported everything back to the sheriff’s office. The bomb, her personal conversations with Bill—all of it.

Now the sweat had started soaking through Bill’s undershirt. “Am I under arrest here, Goff?”

“If you follow orders? I told you, we’ll talk.”

Bill nodded, gazing out the dirty windshield at the road. “And if I don’t?”

Goff shrugged. His hand came to rest on the butt of his holstered gun.

Bill, still nodding, peered at the school. Steve. JJ. They were in enough danger already. He didn’t need to go driving a bomb up there only to stoke the flames.

But, he thought, what other choice?

Doesn’t matter, said the nasty voice. Wouldn’t be the first kid you killed.

“All right,” Bill said, “okay.”

“All right, what?” Goff asked, his eyes fixed on Bill’s pulse, awaiting the lie.

“I plan to pull in up there.” Bill wiped the sweat off his brow and pointed up the school’s drive.

Goff took a second to consult his lie detector app. He nodded and patted Bill’s door. “Moving out!”

Gripping the wheel hard enough to stop his hands from trembling, Bill pulled around Bevilacqua’s van. The passenger looked over at him, tears streaming down her face.

Oh my God—Sarah?

Bill braked for a second. He couldn’t leave her here. Not with these weirdoes. But what was he going to do?

He’d told Goff he planned to “pull in up there,” which was true enough; Bill planned to pull his nose into the driveway of HMS—only to wrench his wheel back and go crashing through the far roadblock.

What was he supposed to do, take Sarah for a wild police chase? Throw her in back with the body and the bomb?

At least Sarah was with cops. Bill didn’t like Goff much, but he knew the man well enough, after all these years. Goff would take care of an innocent civilian. He’d proven that; he’d taken bullets to prove it.

Mouthing “sorry” to Sarah, Bill pulled past Bevilacqua’s van. He nosed toward HMS and had a split second to decide. If I just listen, he thought, maybe they’ll let me get Sarah out of here. Or actually help.

<You’ve made the right choice> Aaron 2 said.

Bill nodded, then made a sharp turn and blasted right through the north end of the roadblock, sending the sawhorses flying.

<Slow down!> Aaron 2 said. <You’re exceeding the speed limit, Bill! I’ll be forced to cite you!>

“And what, let them catch me?” Bill said, checking his mirrors as he careened around a corner.

<They’re not going to chase you, Bill.>

“I’m wanted for murder! Fucking armed and dangerous!”

<They’re not going to chase you because they know in the end you’ll do what’s right. You’re one of us, Bill. You’re connected.>

Snarling, Bill threw the Dragnet glasses to the floor of the van. He tore his earwig out as well and tossed it aside. A few turns in the road later, he checked his mirrors.

No one.

Empty road.

Double yellow lines and trees.

<I told you they wouldn’t take pursuit> Aaron 2 said.

Bill yelped and tore at his face, swerving, overcorrecting. The glasses! The earwig! Somehow, at some point, without even realizing it, he’d donned them again.

And somehow, somewhere—who on God’s green earth knew how?—Bill had found his binocular flask.

He’d been drinking from it.

Swilling.

A wet stain of it stank up the breast of his uniform.

Bill cranked down his window and tossed the gadgets out, along with the flask. He watched them bounce across the pavement into the ditch, then watched them disappear in the side mirror as he whipped around the next bend. He blinked and must have blacked out for a second.

<Nice try> Aaron 2 said in his ear, and Bill screamed, spitting up more booze as he drank from the flask.



* * *



Steve awoke in an ambulance, hooked to monitoring equipment and breathing through a mask.

“You’re awake,” his EMT said. An earpiece was blinking away behind a blond feather of the man’s hair.

Steve sat up and grabbed the EMT by his blue jacket; the jacket had a symbol on it, a staff, sort of like the caduceus with snakes twined around it, except instead of snakes it was an old coiled phone cord.

“The boy I was with. Mark. Mark, uh—”

“He’s fine,” the EMT said. “But you sound terrible, Mr. Gregory. Please. Rest.”

Steve cleared his throat. It was true, it sounded like he was talking through a voice box. His trachea, his esophagus, his face, and hands all felt sunburnt.

“I know you,” Steve said, letting go of the man’s coat. “Don’t I?”

“Yes, I believe we’ve met. I’m Graham.”

Steve shrank back on his bed. “What are you doing here?”

“Saving your life. You’d better thank me, too. I had to give you mouth to mouth. I breathed life right back into you, Mr. Gregory.”

“Get away from me! Where’s my EMT?”

“Steve, it’s me. I am. I’m right here.”

“No! Not you! You sell phones!”

Graham smiled. “And other things.”

“Where’s my son? Where’s JJ?” Steve ripped the monitoring equipment off his skin and pushed past Graham, out the back doors of the ambulance. He stood there coughing for a bit, waiting for a head rush to clear, staring up at HMS.

The cafeteria smoked before him, charred, collapsed, partially smothered in white foam. Steve had been working at this school most of his adult life. The structure looked alien to him now.

Most of the blaze had been extinguished. Firemen and other rescue workers were busy removing debris from the crash and collapse.

PCo men scurried everywhere, equipped with respirators and identical blue coats, scanning whole sections of the school with their phones. Whenever their Tether indicated something interesting, the PCo men would point out the section to the rescue workers, who’d go at the charred debris with shovels or an axe. Steve watched as they pulled out a corpse.

JoAnn, the lunch lady.

She didn’t look real. She looked like something molded out of wet ash, like clay. Steve could barely feel anything, looking at her body. Just a distant pinch somewhere deep inside his chest.

The PCo men found something else with their phones, and the rescue workers pulled out yet another corpse. There wasn’t much left of Red Beard, or his beard, but Steve recognized what was left of his boots. Red Beard had worn those same boots for years.

“It’s a tragedy, isn’t it?” Graham asked behind Steve.

“Aren’t there any more survivors?”

“I don’t know. They’re looking.”

“Is that what the phones do? Help them look?”

“What, the Corpse Sniffer app?” Graham said. “I suppose so. After a fashion.”

The PCo men moved on from the cafeteria to what remained of the eighth grade hall. They started waving their phones over the rubble. “We got some more here!” one of them said. An earthmover began to peel back a wall of cracked brick and shattered supports, revealing a classroom inside.

“JJ,” Steve said, moving forward, getting winded far too fast. Every breath burned as if Graham had filled him, not with air, but fire.

He stopped when the workers cried out and waved for the earthmover to pull back. They’d found something. A hand poking out of the wreckage, covered in dust, its knuckles bloodied.

The pinch inside Steve’s chest became a deep pang.

The hand.

It belonged to a child.
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“No, not dead. Missing,” Steve said. “I haven’t seen him since yesterday morning. Before the crash.”

“What was his name?” the receptionist asked.

“JJ Gregory.”

“Okay, here’s the list.”

She lifted her Tether through the service window, and Steve glimpsed the junior deputy sticker stuck on the back. The phone played a slideshow of school pictures, both HMS faculty and HMS staff, along with everyone else the town had lost yesterday.

All those smiling faces, kids who thought they were so grown-up, but who, in yearbooks, ended up looking even younger and more innocent than they actually were.

“Thirteen by our count,” the receptionist said.

Steve tried to ignore the slideshow.

He was actively maintaining his shock. He knew that, as soon as it thawed, he’d end up like Sarah, so snowed-in with grief and used tissues he couldn’t crawl out of bed. The crash had been an accident, but Steve felt sure Sarah found it way too reminiscent of That Day.

He certainly did.

Find JJ.

Then deal with this.

That was his plan, at least.

The receptionist popped her bubblegum, and George Ingram’s picture slid onscreen. Steve never had liked Ingram. The man cared way more about summer vacation than the education of his students.

Seeing Ingram’s picture, though, Steve couldn’t help but feel that pinch for George, that sharp pressure somewhere in his chest. He coughed and coughed, still messed up from the fire.

The next picture glided onscreen.

“Hey, what the f—what’s he doing on there?” Steve said.

“Who?”

“My son!”

The receptionist looked at her phone, then at Steve. “These are the casualt—”

“I know who they are! PCo found all the, um . . .” He let out a cough. “They had this app. They never did find my son.”

“What was his name?”

“You mean ‘is’? It’s JJ Gregory. I filed a report. Please take him off there. He doesn’t belong in your little show.”

“Yes, of course. Apologies, Mr. Gregory.”

Steve started to feel bad for chewing her out. The truth was, he didn’t know whether JJ belonged in the show. His whole search smacked of desperation. But what else could he do? Go lie in bed all day, crying?

“The status of all missing person reports can be checked on your Teth—”

“Look, is Bill here? Deputy Biggs?”

“Uh, one second.” The receptionist typed something into her Tether. “Someone will be right with you, sir.”

So now he was a “sir.”

Steve tapped the desktop while he waited. The receptionist continued to blow bubblegum and play on her phone. Unbelievable. He could have been out there, putting up posters or talking with JJ’s friends. Coming here had been a waste.

“Steve?” a woman said, walking up behind the receptionist. He didn’t recognize her at first. Apparently, she had gone blonde since they’d last met.

“Aaron?”

She poked her head out the service window. “Steve, oh my gosh, I’m so sorry about what happened! How are you, are you okay? How are the kids?”

“Not good,” Steve said. “Is Bill around?”

“Oooh, sweetie.”

Steve didn’t like the way Aaron frowned.

“Let’s go someplace and talk, okay?”

With a hand on his arm, Aaron led Steve into the briefing room. He sat at the long table, and Aaron, wearing a skirt, took the chair next to him, sitting so close her bare knee touched Steve’s. He was glad he was wearing pants.

Aaron had always been touchy-feely, always giving hugs, even to acquaintances. For Steve it had always been uncomfortable, seeing as how she’d been his student. It was weird enough hearing her call him by first name.

Steve cleared his throat and glanced around at the maps on the wall: world, county, state.

At least Aaron’s friendliness was genuine. It kept her from being truly annoying.

“Is he all right?” Steve asked. “I didn’t see him. You know, at the school, but. . . . It wasn’t the fire, was it? Please tell me he’s okay.”

“Actually,” Aaron said, “no one’s seen Bill since yesterday.”

“What?”

“Yeah.”

Steve tried to make sense of it.

“The last I heard from Bill is when I got you two in a three-way.”

“Oh yeah, right in the middle of class. He wanted Barks, right?”

“Yes. He does love your dog.”

“What was he working on anyway?” Steve said. “You think it could have something to do with this?”

Aaron stared into space. “All I know is, I haven’t heard from him since that day. And Bill and I are always talking. Always.”

“Yeah, he’s mentioned that.”

“Really?”

Aaron’s reaction was almost heartbreaking. That was the thing with someone like Aaron: all doe eyes and heart on her sleeve. She was pure emotion, and it had started to affect Steve.

She loves him, he thought.

He had to look away from those eyes. “I hope he’s okay. I know he was taking Candy’s death pretty hard. Was he taking time off, or . . .?”

“No, Steve, they found his badge at HMS.”

“Oh my God. You think he was he there?”

“Beats me. All I know is Marvin was murdered and—”

“Murdered? By who?”

“Yeah, Bill found him, he’s dead. I’m so sorry, Steve. No one’s seen Bill since. Just his badge.”

“Who, Aaron? Who killed Marv?”

Aaron had been looking at him so empathically before. Now her blue eyes escaped across the table. “Bill’s our only suspect.”

“No.”

“I’m so sorry,” Aaron said, rubbing his arm.

She wasn’t kidding. Steve hadn’t been sure at first. These public employees, they had all the humor of a hangman.

He shook his head. “No way, not Bill. Maybe in self-defense, like if he was forced to. No way would he do something like that in cold blood.”

Aaron gave a sad shrug. “We don’t know.”

Steve felt the avalanche, everything he’d been holding back. In a way, he was glad. He needed to be numb—wanted to be. “I guess I should go check his house.”

“I already did. More than a few times.”

“You check at the bar?”

“Yep, both.”

“Both?” Steve asked. “What does that mean?”

“Sweetie, hey.” Aaron scooped up one of Steve’s hands in hers, which were small but warm. “You have so much going on, let us worry about Bill, okay? We can find him. You focus on your kids, all right?”

Steve nodded, staring down at the table. The hand lying there didn’t feel like his at all. But the one wrapped in Aaron’s palms had begun to warm, and that was bad.

He started to stand, found that he couldn’t. Not until his head rush cleared up. “What’s even happening here? Why’s this happening?”

“Honestly? I don’t know.” Aaron shoved down the hem of her skirt, as if she were cold. “The FAA is saying the pilot lost control, but there’s a rumor going around it was some kid. They were actually controlling the plane with their Tether.”

Steve shook his head. “That’s crazy.”

JJ, Red Beard, Ingram and his students; and now Marvin and Bill. The shock was becoming just as immobilizing as the grief.

“Hahaha! Steve, I’m kidding!”

He shot her a look. Even for Aaron, it was a completely inappropriate response.

“It probably wasn’t a kid—oh, hahaha!”

Steve banged his knees getting up. “That isn’t funny.”

But Aaron was still laughing, slapping her knee, doubling over and nearly crying.

“Have a nice day,” the receptionist said as Steve blew through the front door. His breath steamed outside.



* * *



Steve had nearly run out of staples. He’d been pounding way too many into the posters, more than necessary to keep the wind from blasting the paper off the telephone poles.

JJ stared back at him from every post, every window, every corkboard Steve stapled him to. It was like watching the receptionist’s slideshow all over again. Steve had picked the same school photo.

He’d picked it because JJ wasn’t smiling, because JJ never smiled, which meant the picture looked the most like him, except without the hat.

Steve drove out to the church to put up a poster or two there as well. On the drive he kept thinking about Friday morning. Bill hadn’t shown up at the diner, and JJ had been acting strange, looking completely out of it. Mix that with bad grades and fights with friends at school, and what did you get?

Pot?

Something else?

Something worse?

Should’ve sat down with him, Steve thought. Both of them.

The only way to find anything out was to ask. It was a parent’s duty. And yet Steve had dodged it. He’d avoided their Big Talk, had gotten drunk and fallen asleep instead. Because that was easier.

He had to face it: he was weaker than his kids. They didn’t even care to visit Janice’s grave, which said something. Steve had thought at first that it stirred up painful memories like it did for him, but then he started to wonder if maybe his kids had moved on in a way he never could.

Now Steve had lost one of them. JJ was gone. The fact that Steve could have done something to prevent it made him double over and cough.

He slowed down as he approached the church. Vehicles packed the lot, and not just the locals. News trucks as well. Steve pulled into the old car lot across the street and got a better look.

A new sign hung from the church’s cross:

 


#HMS Memorial

Brought to you by PCo

 


Steve could see townspeople crowding a wall, a giant corkboard not unlike Marv’s. People were pinning up school pictures and ads for a brand-new Tether, the T.2 with faster speeds and stronger connection.

Spanning the foot of the wall, people had laid candles, flowers, stuffed animals, and toys. And, for some reason, old telephones, including their old first-gen Tethers.

Balloons bobbed up, and one of them, rectangular, already sinking, was a birthday balloon with <Happy Birthday> typed out across a touchscreen.

A lot of people were being carried away from the wall, wailing and completely broken, streaming spittle, snot, and tears, bubbly and veined.

News crews had set up cameras and cables to capture the grief of the town. Made-over reporters, surrounded by more cables, interviewed a few of the parents—people Steve knew quite well, actually. Not just from parent-teacher conferences or PTA, but people he’d gone to school with. People he’d known half his life, with whom he’d swam in the quarry. Skinny-dipped, in the case of Mary McPhail.

“No,” Steve said. “Nope.” He had things to do, and miles to drive. He couldn’t deal with this right now.

Steve visited a few of JJ’s friends to talk with them and their parents. It was hard and almost for nothing. No one had seen JJ since the crash.

“Who even cares?” Richard Clement asked.

“Dicky,” his mother said, but then flinched back when Richard told her to shut up.

Steve leaned in close to the kid. “Don’t you ever talk to your mother that way,” he said, and when Mrs. Clement didn’t criticize Steve for crossing the line, when the Dick actually shut his mouth, Steve sat back, holding in his sigh of relief.

I see why now, he thought. Why JJ hit you.

After the Clements’, Steve visited two other friends who said they hadn’t hung out with JJ, even at school, since, like, seventh grade, which made Steve feel terrible. He didn’t even know who his own kids were friends with anymore. How was that?

“I think I saw him,” one of the kids did say. “You know, before class. In the hall.”

“What was he wearing?” Steve asked, leaning in. It was an important detail, one the police didn’t have because Steve himself couldn’t remember what his son had worn that day. The hangover from the beer, the early morning, and perhaps even escaping the tragedy itself—recent traumas had completely burned it out of Steve’s mind.

“Hoodie and hat,” the kid said. Beyond that, he couldn’t remember.

At the last house, Steve stopped his car before pulling all the way up the drive. Mark Jr.’s parents, Hope and Mark Sr., had lost a daughter five years ago at HMS. The girl, Sara, who the kids called Sara #2, had been in Steve’s class.

No one liked her, except Steve. She had a unique writing voice, and he always remembered good style. But despite his advocacy for their daughter and her writings, Steve had always gotten the distinct impression from Hope and Big Mark that they didn’t care for the idea of their son hanging out with that JJ Gregory.

It was Mark Sr. who answered the door now.

“Steve,” Mark said, but then nothing else. He didn’t even invite Steve in.

“Oh, hi,” Hope said, peering over her husband’s fat arm, which barred the doorway. She was all smiles. “You’ve got to see this!” She knocked Mark out of the way and said, “Let him in.”

Big Mark let Steve pass, but hogged most of the doorway, standing flat against the jamb and eyeballing Steve like some wall-eyed fish. The door did not shut lightly behind them.

“Look,” Hope said. She paired her Tether with what looked like wallpaper but was really a wireless screen covering the entire difference wall of their front room. Family photos had been taken down from the spot, piled now in one corner along with plastic baggies and packaging for the screen. A video started playing across the wall.

“Hehehe, look!” Hope said, giggling at the dancing pig. “Look at his little suit. And, oh, how precious, the little baby one in the tutu and tiara! Little bacon seed!”

“Yeah, Hope,” Big Mark said. “Real great. Look, Steve, we’re about to leave.”

“Oh, of course.”

“We’re going to the hospital. Honey, get your things.”

“How is he?” Steve asked.

“He’s in a lot of pain. But at least he got a new Tether. Since you lost his.”

“Oh, well. Is there anything I can do?”

“Yeah. You can leave so my wife can get dressed.”

It was true—Hope was in gym shorts so skimpy her oversized jersey nearly covered them. No bra, that was apparent.

“Of course,” Steve said. “Sorry.” He wished he could say he wasn’t taken aback. After all, he had expected this kind of treatment. Or something like it. He just hadn’t expected this. “Well, tell Mark Jr. I said—”

“Get well soon, thanks. Bye, Steve.” Mark held the door open for him and Steve began to leave.

“Oh, honey, wait!” Hope shouted. She’d been playing movies on the wall screen this whole time, YouTube and other internet funnies. “Look, it’s the crash!”

It wasn’t actually the crash. It was footage from a security camera at HMS, taken minutes before the crash, according to the time stamp.

“It’s him!” Hope said, pointing, and Steve felt a ghost pass right through him.

Standing there in the lawn, grainy and warped, was a boy with a gun. He stood there, swaying, staring, no sound, impossibly stretched.

“It’s Vedder,” Hope said, pointing out the boy’s shirt. Steve definitely recognized the alien head. “I guess they’re finding mutilated animals in the woods again,” Hope said with a grin.

The boy onscreen jacked back the slide of the gun and headed toward the crappy camera, his body shrinking into more normal proportions. Steve saw that he was wearing a badge.

“What is this?” he asked, double-checking the time stamp. Yep, the footage was from Friday. This wasn’t Vedder. And that was Bill’s badge, Steve was sure of it.

The boy with the gun stopped near the door and looked to the sky, head cocked.

“That’s JJ,” Steve said, taking a step toward the wall screen. “That’s my s—”

Something shook the screen, and JJ fell to the ground.

“Wait!”

The image rolled and broke into static, then went black, but not before showing JJ’s silent scream.

“Play it back!” Steve said, marching toward the screen. “I need to see it—play it back!”

“What you need to do is leave,” Big Mark said, grabbing Steve’s shoulder and escorting him out. Steve tried to lodge himself in the doorway, but Mark had a lot of weight to throw around. It wasn’t long before he’d pushed Steve out.

Big Mark stood at the door, arms crossed. He watched Steve walk toward his car.

“I know you came here looking for your boy,” Mark said. “You’re not going to find him here. My son hasn’t had anything to do with that kid of yours for a while now, thank Christ.”

Steve turned to him, cheeks hot. “You know I saved your son’s life. You could at least say thanks.”

Mark just stared at him.

Steve slammed his car door and made sure to leave tire marks in the drive. At least now he knew what stage of grief he was in.



* * *



By the time Steve drove back by the church, only a few people stood at the memorial. The news vans had left as well. Steve sped right past. Then came back.

He sat in the parking lot for a long time, staring at the memorial, grinding his teeth and gripping the wheel, coughing till his eyes wept.

Those ads for the new Tether, mixed in with the pictures of victims, displayed the totally insensitive commercialization of the town’s deepest grief.

Steve threw open his door and strode to the wall of photos. He’d seen a lot of these faces at the sheriff’s office, in the receptionist’s little slideshow, but some of them he hadn’t seen in a long time.

Like Hope and Mark Sr.’s daughter, Sara Moore. Like little Mickey Mackeroy or Marvin’s son Chuck. A green alien head caught Steve’s eye.

JJ, he thought, homing in, but it wasn’t JJ. The kid’s stretched-out face was unmistakable. This was the school shooter. The true alien, Jaime Vedder.

The name written on Vedder’s picture was “JJ Gregory.”

“Bullshit!” Steve said, snatching the picture down, crumpling it in his fist as he zeroed in on one of the ads:

 


LOAD YOUR NEW TETHER

WITH PICTURES OF THE

LOVED ONES YOU’VE LOST

 


Steve ripped it down. He moved to the next ad and tore it down too, along with the next one, and the one after that, crumpling them, letting them fly to the ground, ripping more of them in the process and batting balloons out of the way.

One of the older pictures, one of Vedder’s victims, accidentally came off with an ad, and Steve, feeling a stab of shame, tried to pin it back up. But then something struck him, and it was like the plane hitting the school all over again.

He started ripping the old pictures down, stacking them. He didn’t want to destroy them, but they didn’t belong here, not like this. Not as part of some viral campaign to sell Tethers.

The coiled cord of an old telephone wrapped itself around Steve’s foot, and he fell, skinning a palm in the gravel.

Cursing, climbing to his feet, he kicked the phone off him. The receiver hit the wall, and Steve decided to kick that, too. Again and again. He heard the corkboard crack and kept kicking, emptying everything that had been bottled inside him—the outrage he’d felt, watching the mass suicide at the factory; the affront of his own school administration going behind his back to institute the Tethers; even the anger he’d felt at Bill for keeping things from him, important things about his own kids—Steve emptied all of that into the memorial, knowing it was the wrong thing to do, but doing it anyway.

He had to.

“Hey!”

Kelli Anderson stood at the far end of the memorial. She’d lost her littlest, Sam, in the crash. Steve hadn’t even noticed her until now.

“Stop that!”

“Don’t you see what they’re doing here?” Steve said, striding toward her with a handful of ads. “They’re exploiting us! Our own children!”

A few people had come out of the church, looking ready to beat the shit out of Steve.

“I know you’re angry, son,” the pastor said. “Please, come inside. We’ll get you connected. Everything will be all right.”

The other guys who’d come out of the church started walking toward Steve.

“I can’t believe you’re letting them do this,” Steve said, taking a step back. He heard gravel crunching. Kelli was approaching him from behind.

“Doing what?” the pastor said. “Providing a way to remember our loved ones? A way to keep them with us always?” He reached up and pressed a button on his earpiece. “We all have times that try our faith, Steve. Please, come inside. You can become a member, receive communion. Ask The Provider for forgiveness.”

Steve coughed and shook his head. He gave the memorial one last kick, then left before they could close in on him. He thought they would follow him, but they didn’t. They started to repair the memorial instead.

As vindicated as Steve felt, he also felt terrible. He hadn’t meant to destroy the memorial or put tears in the pictures of the kids. When he’d kicked the wall, he’d felt as if he were kicking The Phone Company, but the way Kelli had looked at him, he might as well have been kicking her son’s casket.

Passing Mountain View, Steve looked uphill toward Janice’s grave. He didn’t stop. He didn’t slow down. There was no way he could bear to tell her that he’d lost their son, or that their son had taken a gun to school, and that Bill might be dead.

Perhaps more than that, Steve didn’t want to see all those other graves, the ones marked with such fleeting spans of life.



* * *



Sarah lay in bed, scrolling aimlessly through her app store, staring through tired, puffy eyes. Things that might have interested her two days ago now seemed worse than boring; they seemed empty. That is, until she came across Edison’s Spirit Phone.

Bedsprings creaked as Sarah sprang upright.

Out in the hallway Barksdale chuffed. The dog had been at Sarah’s side since Friday, lying next to her, licking her hand whenever she petted him. But every time she tried to use her Tether, he’d growl and try to nip it out of her hand. So Sarah had locked him out. All he could do now was paw at her door handle and whine.

<Like a séance without all the candles and ectoplasm!> the description of Edison’s Spirit Phone said. One of the reviewers went on for several paragraphs about how she’d had this great conversation with deceased psychic Sylvia Browne.

Sarah downloaded and opened the app.

<Who would you like to contact?> asked an electronic voice.

“JJ,” Sarah said.

The phone emitted a rapid clicking sound, like old technology attempting to make a connection.

<Sorry. JJ Gregory is unavailable at this time.>

Barksdale began to bark and pound his paws against the door. Sarah screamed and dropped her Tether as it started to vibrate and make a weird sound.

Someone was calling.

The ringtone was strange at first, the creaking of a rocking chair. A lullaby started to bleed through. Sarah recognized the sweet, lilting voice, even over Barksdale’s howl.

 


Sleep my child and peace attend thee

All through the night.

Guardian angels God will send thee,

All through the night.

 


Sarah pressed CONNECT.

“Oh my God—Mom?”
  


 CHAPTER 32
 

 


“What about this one?” Bill said. He sat in the window booth, which creaked, it was so new. Janice ran a hand across his table but then sat down at a different booth just to spite him. “It’s like a painting,” she said, looking out at the marble angel in the graveyard. She was always saying that. Bill loved it.

She was like a painting, her bare legs tucked up underneath like a doe’s. The sun hit her just right, gilding her hair gold on gold, except for a burst of purple by the ear. Bill’s snapdragon. She hadn’t taken it out.

He wanted to go sit by her, was preparing himself to go sit by her, maybe buy her a milkshake. And then Steve waltzed in with ripped jeans and those stupid black glasses, and that crazy uncombed nerd hair Bill had to admit was pretty cool.

Steve took the seat next to Janice, leaving Bill to glower at the marble angel. And even though Steve called Bill over—“Hey, dunce!”—even though they all got milkshakes and Janice kept the flower in her hair, the cold, lonely angel would stay with Bill the rest of the summer. The rest of his life.



* * *



Friday, one week after the plane hit HMS, Steve went to the diner for . . . normalcy? Camaraderie? A cup of reliably shitty coffee? He didn’t know why. The diner ended up reminding him anyway. PCo had ruined any chance of normalcy.

Instead of the cemetery, there was now the brick wall of the data center. From the booth they’d always sat in, you couldn’t even tell the wall was part of a three-dimensional building. It looked like the end of the world. Or a false front.

“You’re peeling a bit,” Mr. McLean said, sitting down in Bill’s empty seat. He was waiting for a to-go order for him and his wife.

“Yeah,” Steve said, looking down at a picture on his home phone; Janice’s duck face. “It’s from the burns.”

“Ah.”

“They’re better now, though.” Steve put away Janice’s phone.

“Any word on Bill or your boy?”

“Nothing yet.”

McLean shook his head. “Damn shame.”

“Yeah.” Steve tapped the table. Mr. McLean wasn’t being trite; he deeply meant any and all swear words. He especially never took the Lord’s name in vain. You know, unless it was serious.

“It’s been a week,” Steve said.

“Ah, Jesus.”

“A whole week of not having him there. It’s actually not that much different, you know? Kind of keeps to himself anyway.”

“Yeah. Good kid, though.”

Steve nodded. “My mind keeps tricking me that he’s home, he’s up in his room, he’s off doing whatever it is JJ likes to do. But then I don’t hear his chair creaking up there and I remember.”

“I’m sure they’ll show up,” Mr. McLean said.

“Sarah’s been taking it pretty hard. I can’t even get her out of bed.”

“I bet. They close her school as well, or . . .?”

“It’s opened back up.”

“Ah.”

“I just can’t get her on her feet, you know? I can hear her in there, doing things on her phone, talking. I know she’s in there. I know she’s awake. And sometimes crying. I don’t think she wants me to know.”

“They never do.”

“Every time I knock, she goes quiet and refuses to answer.”

“How long you off work?” Mr. McLean asked.

“Till the school finds a place.” Steve stared down at his hands. “I’ve just been floating, you know? Like I’ve been on laughing gas, or . . . I don’t know.”

“Ah, that’s just from being out of work,” Mr. McLean said. “Felt that plenty of times myself. Explains why you’re not eating.”

“Nah. I actually could eat right now. Finally.”

“Ought to. Keep up your strength.”

“I totally would, but . . .” Steve lifted his empty hands in a half-hearted shrug. “No Tether.”

“Ah, well, how do you take your eggs?” Mr. McLean pulled out his phone. It was one of the newest models.

Steve thanked Mr. McLean profusely and tried to give him what money he had in his wallet.

Mr. McLean refused. “Everything you did for them kids? Least I could do. Save that for Mrs. Hayworth, you hear?”

Steve hadn’t really cried yet, not really. Sure, his body had wept, the kind of tears produced mechanically during times of intense denial and shock. But Steve hadn’t really felt it, not in his heart, not yet. What Mr. McLean said, though, gave him a pang sharper than anything he’d felt.

Cathy brought out his to-go sack, and Mr. McLean stood to leave.

“How’s the missus?” Steve asked.

Mr. McLean thought about it. “She’s been better.”

“Please tell her hello.”

“I will.”

“And that I’m thinking about her.”

With a curt nod, Mr. McLean smiled in the way only old men could smile. Haunted. Patient. Slightly amused. “Goodbye, Steve.”

“Bye.”

Steve watched him go. He didn’t realize this would be the last time he saw Mr. McLean.



* * *



“Mom?” Sarah said, nearly spilling some of the liquor she’d stolen from her dad’s high cabinet. He’d been hiding it there since she was a kid.

Sarah had almost spilled the booze because The Edison
Phone had begun to ring, that creaking rocker. “Mom? Are you there?”

“I tried JJ,” her mother said. “I couldn’t get a hold of him either. I don’t think he’s here. I don’t think he’s home right now. You’ll have to try again.”

Sarah frowned and kind of hiccupped. Some part of her, some obscure, ever-sober part, should have remembered what her mom was talking about. But Sarah had a hard time remembering things lately. She had downloaded some app, something called Forget Me Now, some kind of pill as the icon. It was supposed to help with her memories. Sarah didn’t recall using it, but she must have. Though it hadn’t really worked. Whatever the app had repressed, Sarah still felt incredibly sad. She just didn’t remember why, exactly.

She took another pull from the bottle.

It helped.

“W’as it like there?” Sarah asked her mom. “Where you are?”

“I don’t know. There are walls here. Cubicles, I guess. And phones. I sit here making connections all day. There isn’t much to see. I keep asking for a picture of you for my desk, but . . .”

Her mother’s end of the line was full of static and some sort of constant background noise. Sarah could hear a voice repeating the same thing over and over in the distance. She couldn’t quite make out what it said.

“Honey,” her mom said, “you know it’s not your fault, right? You know how proud of you I am? You’re so grown up, Sarah, so beautiful, so smart. You know it’s not your fault.”

“What’re you . . . I don’t know.”

“Listen, sweetie, I’m so tired, so exhausted, and it never ends, it never . . . I just want to go home, but it doesn’t matter right now. We’ll all be going home soon. Okay, sweetheart?”

“’Kay,” Sarah said, eyes hooded and barely open. The room had started to spin.

“Someone will be in touch, okay?”

“A’miss you,” Sarah said, but her mom had already hung up, like she always did now. No goodbyes. Just a click.

A second later, someone contacted Sarah like her mother had promised. The tone for the notification was an old popular song, “Call Me Maybe.”

She’d received a love note.

Sarah opened it up.



* * *



In the five years since Janice’s death, Steve had only missed a few visits to her grave, and only once by choice. Last Sunday, directly after the crash, he hadn’t had the will to go. Not without his children.

Operating on a bite of toast and half a cup of coffee, Steve left the diner and drove out to Mountain View above the church. He made sure to park his car so it wouldn’t drive itself downhill this time, then made his way to Janice’s grave.

“Hey, honey. Sorry I didn’t come visit. Everything’s been falling apart.” As he dusted with his little broom, he told her about the plane crash and everything that had happened since. “It’s like everyone’s going crazy. They’ve all changed. I don’t know who half of them are anymore. Sarah, even JJ. He brought a gun to school, Janice. Bill’s gun. I’m pretty sure of it. And I have no clue why.

“I don’t know where I went wrong. I know I haven’t exactly given him the attention he needs, the kind of guidance I think a kid needs. I thought his counselor would help, but I . . . couldn’t talk with him about some of these things. I’m not even sure I did anything wrong. I mean, is it possible no matter what you do, no matter what you say, no matter how well you raise your kids, is it possible for them to end up bad all on their own? Or is this my fault?”

He bowed his head and listened to the wind through the pines. He liked to think Janice could answer him if he listened just right.

If anything, he could hear her in his memories. At times like this, she used to mention God. Janice was the real reason Steve no longer went to church, her death. She was the only reason he ever went. But at some point, they’d just stopped.

Even then, whenever something tragic happened, Janice would chalk it up to the mysteries of God. She believed that, yes, sometimes really terrible things were allowed to happen, but for a greater purpose. She might have used her own death as an example: the only reason Sarah had been spared That Day was because God had taken Janice instead.

If Steve had believed in the same things as Janice, he might have thought JJ, wherever he was now, might have been saved in a similar way. After all, if JJ had been in George Ingram’s classroom where he should’ve been instead standing outside the school with a gun, PCo would have found one more corpse with its horrible app.

Steve looked at the sky through the whispering trees. “It’s all my fault,” he said, certain of it. There was no one else to blame. And he wasn’t about to lie to his wife.

“Howdy there, partner,” Bill said behind Steve.
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Bearded, glasses blinking, Bill walked out from behind Steve’s car, holding a bouquet of snapdragons and a gun.

“Whoa there!” Steve said, nearly tripping over another grave marker. “Holster that!”

“Oh,” Bill said, as if just remembering, no big deal. He wriggled and worked the revolver into the holster on his belt. It didn’t fit, not really. It was much bigger than the black toy he usually packed around.

Bill came over and set the flowers on Janice’s grave, and Steve got a whiff of him.

At first he had been relieved to see Bill alive, despite his gross beard. Now Steve was certain of where his friend had been all week. It was like Janice all over again: Bill never there, especially when Steve needed him.

“Where the hell have you been?”

“Undercover,” Bill said.

“Why didn’t you tell me? Everyone thought you were dead.”

“Deep under.”

“JJ had your badge,” Steve said. “At the school. I’m pretty sure he had your gun. He’s been missing. I really needed your help, Bill.”

“I know. I need to talk to him as well.”

“You know where he’s at?”

“Where?”

“I don’t know,” Steve said. “I thought you might.”

“I would, if she’d show me everything. That’s why you’ve got to come with me. I need your help.”

“With what?”

“Fighting it,” Bill said.

Steve frowned.

“I don’t know, it’s like a party line,” Bill said. “Except inside my head. Everyone talking and I can’t shut them up.”

“You’re drunk,” Steve said.

“Just come on, all right?”

“No.” Steve stared at him, evaluating him. They were facing each other, but something on the lens of the glasses kept catching Bill’s attention. He wouldn’t even meet Steve’s eyes.

“Did you kill Marvin?” Steve asked.

“Yes.”

“Bill, what the fuck?”

“You don’t understand, I keep fighting it—”

“You need to turn yourself in.”

Bill met his eyes. “Then you’ll never find him. You’ll lose your son, and for what? She’ll win.”

“Who? Who are we even talking about here?” Steve said. He had started to gesture with his hands. Not a good sign.

Bill opened his mouth, but a voice in his earwig interrupted. Steve could hear it, but not what it was saying. Just the <wah wah wah> from the earwig. Bill listened, then shook his head.

“Steve, look, I’ve got a lead on your boy. You have to come with me, all right? It’ll all make sense, I promise. But if you turn me in—”

“I didn’t say that.”

“—the crash at HMS will look like child’s play compared to what she’s got planned, I promise.”

Deep in his guts Steve felt something changing, like he was being slowly pitted, the biggest and deepest core of him removed at the slowest possible speeds, the membranes snapping until the whole mass was ripped out, leaving him empty and easy to smash.

He realized on some level, in his paranoid reptilian brain, he was afraid Bill might be right. Ever since The Phone Company had blown into town like some weed, everything had started to fall apart. Steve had been the only one to see that, until now. So Bill seemed to be on his side. But at the same time, Steve knew Bill was totally insane.

“And just what are they planning, can you tell me that?” Steve asked.

“There’s no way you could even believe. Look.” Bill pulled out a purple Tether. Onscreen, they were looking through the windshield of a car—at themselves.

Familiar scuffs on the wheel; same dust patterns over the gauges: it was Steve’s car. He could even see his little Buddha glued to the dash.

Steve flinched when the car roared to life and, Buddha grinning, ran over a few graves.

“Stop it,” Steve said.

The wheels spit up grass and mud toward Janice’s grave.

“Stop!”

Thumbing around the screen, Bill said, “I’m trying.” The car parked itself, then shut off. “Do you see now? That plane? Wasn’t an accident.”

Steve couldn’t stop trembling. He remembered the rumor Aaron had told him, recalled what Marv had said about Steve’s car, how it had tried to kill his kids on purpose.

“Don’t believe me? Take her for a spin,” Bill said, offering him the purple phone. Through the bug spatters on the windshield, and the sticky thumbprints on the touchscreen, Steve could still see himself from inside the car.

“No,” he said, nearly shoving the phone away. If the Tether had the capacity to hijack cars and possibly aircraft, he didn’t want that kind of power, not in the palm of his feeble old butter hand.

“Come with me if you want,” Bill said. “I’m going to find him.” He started walking off.

“If I go with you, and you get caught . . .”

“Yes?” Bill said. “What.”

“They’ll charge me with aiding and abetting.”

“No, they won’t.”

“Regardless,” Steve said. “I don’t think it’s fair for me to somehow land on the hook for whatever you did.”

Bill shrugged. “I’ll just tell them I kidnapped you.”

Somehow that plan made Steve feel worse. Bill’s actions were wrong, killing Marv, but Steve didn’t want to be the reason his friend went to prison. His best friend.

“Look, Steve, I wouldn’t involve you if I didn’t need your help. You know that, right?”

“Yeah.”

“I love you, man. Otherwise, I wouldn’t ask.”

Steve nodded, finally reaching a decision, but not lightly. “All right. But I’m driving.” In his head he added, Straight home, because that was his plan.

He didn’t want to deceive Bill, but he refused to be a conspirator. He’d be the DD and call it a night.

Bill looked at Steve’s car. “We need something they can’t control. Come on.” He started off toward the woods, but then Dragnet flashed in his eyes and Bill looked back at the snapdragons.

“She can hear you, you know. All of them can.”

The trees whispered as Bill led Steve out through the graves.



* * *



Rusty body, deeply fissured seats, an 8-track player playing Jim Croce’s “Operator” in the background: the moving van must have been fifty years old. It coughed and sputtered up the road.

After a brief argument about who would drive, Bill had climbed behind the wheel, ruining Steve’s entire plan. Steve had climbed in with him anyway, but only because . . . he honestly didn’t know why.

“What stinks?” he said, rolling down his window despite the cold. The stench was so terrible it masked the smell of alcohol pouring off Bill. It reeked like they’d passed something dead in the ditch.

“Marvin was planning something,” Bill explained. He hadn’t looked at the road at all. His eyes were always locked on whatever was happening behind his glasses. “That’s why they wanted him dead.”

Something terrible occurred to Steve. He almost didn’t want to ask, didn’t want to voice the concern lest it made all this real. “That smell, that isn’t . . .”

“No,” Bill said. “It’s just a deer. I’ve had to live off whatever I killed.”

Steve bought it, knowing the bridge would likely crumble under the reality of trying to drive across it. He knew the smell likely came from Marvin’s corpse, but the deer made some sort of sense, too. And his talk with Aaron had led Steve to assume investigators had found Marvin’s corpse. Which meant it would be in the morgue, not cooling its heels in a moving van.

Besides, what could Steve do at this point? Jump out of the car? Freak out?

“So that’s why you killed him?” Steve said. “Because PCo told you to? You killed Marv for those assholes?”

“No, you don’t. . . . It was like I was the car, and someone else was driving.”

“Huh.” Steve didn’t know what else to say. He had to admit, he was angry. He felt kind of like a jerk, but here Bill was, putting him in the absolute worst possible danger, least of which was driving severely impaired. And yet Bill didn’t seem to think any of this was that big a deal.

Marvin dead.

JJ missing.

And that voice in his ear.

A woman’s voice.

“Is PCo going to have you off me, too?” Steve said.

“It doesn’t work that way. They didn’t need Marv.”

“But they need me.”

Bill seemed to watch the road map in his glasses. He had once called sarcasm a defense mechanism, and Steve now fully appreciated what that meant.

Without the biting armor, Steve would be left with brief moments of clarity, where he realized that, if he weren’t so terrified, if he weren’t so confused and so frantic to find his son, he never would have stepped foot in Bill’s Mystery Machine.

At least he’d gotten used to the smell.

“Did you know Marv thought he could talk to the dead?” Bill asked. “His dead son, Chuck?”

“Big deal. Who can’t?”

“He didn’t need PCo, and they didn’t need him—that’s my point.”

“Yeah? And what about you? Do you hear voices, too?” Steve asked, looking at Bill’s earwig.

Bill shook his head. “Marv once told me our government has all this advanced technology way before its time. They just keep it under lock and key.”

“What, like toasters?”

“But then every now and again, they release some of it to the public. Like the telemetry in your car. And now the NSA’s building quantum computers so they can break through any encryption. They can spy on anything they want to, only someone’s already done that. I was looking it up, and I guess Tesla was talking about cell phones over a century ago, can you believe that?”

“Tesla invented the Tether,” Steve said. “Is that what you’re telling me?”

“No, I’m telling you all those guys were working on something, something weird. Like Tesla, he had his thought camera. Edison, he had his spirit phone. I’m not kidding, look it up.”

“Oh, I believe you,” Steve said.

“Yeah, so Tesla comes up with this thought camera way back in 1890-something, and the idea just disappears. Until now. Now they can plug a screen into your brain and see what your eyes see. You look at a cup and there it is, right there on the screen. It’s crazy. But if they’re just now telling us they can plug our brains into screens, how far along is that technology, really?”

“I’m using it right now.”

“So I always think, what if you combined all this? The quantum cryptography, all of it, all into a single device? They’ve been messing with telepathy for a very long time. I’m talking thoughtography, spiritography. Remote viewing and telekinesis. Necromancy. These phones, they’re not technology.”

“Okay, Marv,” Steve said. “Can we skip to the part where we go find JJ? Pull out your crystal ball, whatever it is you’ve got to do?”

“I’m telling you, they’re into everything. They’ve been trying to come here for a very long time because they need to be here, in this place.”

“Because of the low crime rates?”

“Because it’s special. Because all the death and what the Indians did, their rituals and things, the caul’s stretched thi . . .”

Bill trailed off, and Steve heard the woman speaking through his earwig again. “No,” Bill said, “I’m going to show him. I don’t care what you say, it’s happening.”

“Show me what?” Steve asked.

They pulled into Marv’s place. They just sat there in the gravel lot while Bill took an earful from his girlfriend.

“No,” he kept saying. “I won’t. I’m not going to do that. Because. He’s my friend.”

Steve stared at him openly now, watching Bill talk through his beard, which had bits of debris in it; twigs and things. Bill didn’t even seem to notice Steve looking. He never acted this way, not even drunk. Not even blackout drunk. Bill didn’t normally sound like this, either. Having studied so much literature, Steve was good at remembering voices. Bill’s sounded different, right down to his choice of words.

“Hey,” Steve said, but Bill ignored him, engrossed in his conversation with his girlfriend. “Hey, take that crap off your head and talk to me.” Steve reached over and plucked out the earwig.

Bill screamed.

It was the worst sound Steve had ever heard, worse than a crying deer. Bill swiped for his earpiece, but Steve shrank against his door, popping the latch.

The door screeched open, and Steve sprawled out into the lot, gravel biting into his side. Bill leapt out and tromped around the van. Steve scuttled back. Rocks dug into the scab on his hand.

Sweating, heaving, eyes red and bulging, Bill bore down. His gun was out.

“Give it,” he said, measuring out his steps.

Steve climbed to his feet, dusting off his free hand, abrading the scabs with a wince. He put the earpiece next to his head and heard whispering, like trees. “Hello? Hello? Who the hell is this?”

<Sorry> a woman said; it was the same voice Bill had been talking to this entire time. <I didn’t understand your selection. Let’s try it this way. On your touchpad, please press the number you want. For English, press 1.>

“Give it back,” Bill said. His knuckles had gone white around the grip of his gun. It looked like the revolver wanted to spring up at Steve’s head, but Bill was forcing it down. “I need it.”

“Why?”

<Phlegeth R’lyehian, uln 2.>

“You want to find your son?” Bill said.

“I want my friend back!” Steve found tears boiling out of him, and he wiped at them in defiance.

Bill shook his head as if he couldn’t believe this shit. He pulled out a pack of Montclairs and lit one up. “It’s fine,” he said, pacing, smoking. “She’s in my head. I don’t . . .”

< . . . try again.>

Flicking his cigarette, Bill walked off into the maze of junk. “Hold it hostage if you want, I’m leaving.”

“Damn it.” Steve tossed the earwig through the passenger window and followed Bill into the junk.

Just call the cops, he thought, making his way past columns of toaster ovens and microwaves. He didn’t want to get Bill in trouble, but he couldn’t help Bill either. Couldn’t protect Bill from himself. Couldn’t protect anyone else.

Steve started punching 911 into his old numpad. I can’t, he thought, clapping the clamshell shut. I can’t do that to him. He could, however, leave the number dialed in and keep his thumb on the CALL button. Just in case.

Nodding, Steve flipped his phone open again and stepped up to the mouth of the Dead Zone. Crap, he thought. He hadn’t even walked in, and his phone had already lost its signal.

Crap, crap, crap.

The cell tower was right there! He could hear it thrumming! And yet Marvin’s Faraday cage worked all too well.

Bill disappeared down one of the forks around a huge knot of lead pipe, and Steve ran to catch up, putting away his phone. He probably wouldn’t have called the cops anyway. Probably. Otherwise, he would’ve gone back to find reception. He’d made his choice.

Marvin’s Shack of Silence was wide open when Steve came to the stretch of tackle boxes and crates full of old pennies, lead slugs, and pull tabs from aluminum cans. He could see now, because enough junk had been moved out of the way: the outside of Marvin’s shed had been coated with what was probably lead paint. There were old cans of it stacked to one side, splattered with the same dingy white.

“You in there?” Steve asked, poking in his head.

Bill stood facing the wall, scanning his glasses across the conspiracy web. It had grown.

There were now multiple interconnected webs, some only attached by strands, some by the sticky mass of black widows. Steve saw a shell casing on the board, webbing out to a picture of Bill, which then branched out to a picture of Graham, and one of JJ.

Bill leaned into the corkboard with a fat black marker. Below JJ and Graham, he scribbled, “Who drove?”

“What, you think one of them made you do this?” Steve said, crossing his arms. “You think JJ made you kill Marv? You think he made you kill Tupac too?” he said, gesturing at the old do-rag.

“I don’t know, maybe JJ. He did steal my gun.”

“Did you ever stop to think someone might’ve been driving JJ as well? I mean, why would JJ want to steal your gun, Bill?”

Steve had meant it sarcastically. Using the Tether to control things that had electronic brains (like Steve’s car) made some sort of sense, but this whole idea of controlling people with your phone was absurd. Yet Bill startled at the thought.

“I don’t know. She’s keeping that part from me.”

“Who?” Steve said.

Bill blinked. He pointed to the ear where the earwig used to sit. “Aaron.”

“Bill,” Steve said. He actually felt sorry for him. It wasn’t Bill’s fault he was acting this way, not really; he had something wrong with him. Maybe severe alcohol poisoning had finally damaged his brain. “You do know that wasn’t Aaron, right? You were talking to a phone tree.”

“She showed me this,” Bill said, turning back to the web. “But she won’t show me all of it.”

Steve stepped inside to get a better look at the web. Bill, or maybe Marv, had pinned up a picture of the data center, placing it at the middle of the web. Chuck had been relocated, smiling now in a group of kids collected around a clipping from five years ago—an article showing Vedder’s stretched, alien head.

Surrounding the data center, Bill had doodled old graves. Off to one side he’d added an angel, tipped on its side, its wings broken. “They can hear everything,” he’d scrawled next to the graves.

Underneath that, there was a circular scribble labeled “The Seal,” situated over an abyss branded “The Crack.” Next to The Crack was a big question mark: “Power? Where do the cables come from?”

“What is this?” Steve said, tapping The Seal. “Is that . . .?” He looked closer at the slab and saw the plaque for the First Step.

Bill nodded and pointed to a phrase, repeated over and over again across the entire board:

 


It’s all connected

 


The same slogan popped up again and again in little speech bubbles stemming from the picture of Graham.

“It’s something about usage,” Bill said, “like maybe minutes, or followers.” He pointed out a group of mug shots and school pictures, about two dozen in all, clustered under the heading “Top 12???”

There was Cathy from the diner and old Mrs. Hayworth. There was Bonnie and Clive. Some of the pictures were x-ed out, like Kelli Anderson’s and her littlest boy Sam’s, as if Bill had been eliminating suspects. There were still more than twelve pictures he hadn’t crossed out.

“Hey!” Steve said, looking closer at the suspects. “What’s she doing on here? Take her down!”

“I can’t,” Bill said, glancing at the picture.

“Sarah does not belong on your little board!”

Bill looked at him as if he were crazy. “She’s number one, Steve, I can’t take her down.”

“Number one what?”

Bill went to answer, but Steve held up a hand.

“You know what? It doesn’t matter. You’ve obviously had too much to drink, so please, listen to me very carefully. Do you? Know where? To find my son?”

“You think it’s alcohol that’s making me this way?”

“I do.”

“Really? Because my whole career I kept fooling myself that I had a problem, but you know what?” Bill gestured with the gun as he spoke, gesticulating more and more wildly. “I was actually better when I had a few. Sober, your thoughts start shouting over your instincts. Your brain’s always caught up with second-guessing and useless crap. Drunk, though, or a little buzzed? My brain’s always been a lot dumber than my gut. You go back and look at our clearance rate, and I guarantee you the cases we solved all correlate with when I was off and running beside the wagon.”

“Okay, okay,” Steve said, holding up his hands. “You’re better drunk, all right?”

He’d made a mistake not calling the police. He knew that now. He’d known it ever since crossing that bridge. But he’d forgiven himself, had convinced himself it wasn’t in either of their best interests to turn Bill in. Steve just hadn’t realized that, while the bridge was fake, the drop was very real.

“Listen, Sarah’s all alone. I need to get go—”

Bill tapped the photograph of Graham. “This guy, he’s got JJ. This guy’s connected to everything, come on.”

Steve followed him out of the shed, out of the Dead Zone, but stopped immediately when his phone found the tower. He stepped down one of the forks to hide.

“What’re you doing?” Bill said.

Steve blushed, phone to his ear. “What’s best.”

Bill read something on his glasses and cocked his head, as if, indeed, “Aaron” had an open line right into his mind. Steve kept an eye on Bill’s gun. The number rang and rang.

“I don’t care,” Bill finally said. “Call them if you have to.”

“You know it’s the right thing to do,” Steve said, although he knew it wasn’t. There wasn’t a single action he could take that wasn’t terrible. “If it’s like you say, if someone can control you, then I’m doing you a favor. There’s not much they can make you do if you’re behind b—”

<911, what is your emergency?>

Steve hadn’t expected this. He had called the sheriff’s office before and had always talked to a live person. Not a phone tree.

<If you have lost your Tether, say “lost Tether.” If you or someone you love is getting stabbed, please say “stabbing.” In the event of rape, please download our new Rape Whistle app.>

“She’s protecting me,” Bill said. “She promised she would.”

“Operator,” Steve said, ignoring him.

<Okay. I’ll forward you now.>

Steve thought he was getting somewhere until he’d circled right back to Robo-Aaron.

<911, what is your emergency?>

“Stabbing,” Steve said, hoping to trick the system.

<I’m sorry, Steve, but it is illegal to crank-call 911. Please hang up now, or I will be forced to auto-deduct the fine from your bank account.> She then went on to list Steve’s routing number, account number, and PIN (his and Janice’s anniversary).

“I told you,” Bill said.

“Shut up.” Steve pressed END and stared at his phone.

“What now?”

“I don’t . . .” Steve met Bill’s eyes, except Bill was reading the information on his glasses. “Just take me back to my car. Will you do that?” He would have walked, but it was too far and Sarah needed him.

“Fine,” Bill said.

They both climbed into the moving van, and Steve tried not to puke from the smell.
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“Graham,” Bill repeated, and Steve could hear the automated response in the earwig.

<Wah wah wah?>

“Fenstermacher.”

Bill had reclaimed his earpiece from the oddly spotless floor of the van, which would have been truly spotless if Steve hadn’t tracked in lichen, needles, and debris from the woods around his wife’s grave. He had to wonder: could an investigator pin this particular species of lichen, or this particular composition of soil, on an exact spot on the map?

<Wah?>

“Yes,” Bill said.

Some far part of Steve’s self, maybe similar to the part that had gotten used to dental visits, that extremity of the mind that had built up enough tolerance to the anesthesia of shock that it could still sort of think and be aware of itself, told him, yep, he was in shock.

“Okay,” Bill said.

Steve stared at the passenger-side floor mat. The rubber traction had worn down like a fingerprint, still holding some of the original whorls. It’s all connected, Steve thought, in just enough shock not to question what he was seeing.

A bit of paint, just flecks now, chipped and cracked and generally worn off the mat, still clung to part of the moving van logo, even after all these years; it colored the whites of the mascot’s eyes and nothing else.

Full and joyful, the mover boy’s eyes bubbled out of his Big Boy-era head, cartoonishly large for the smaller Popeye body. He wore a rubber cap over his rubber Brylcreem hair, effortlessly balancing a house as if it were a burger on a tray.

Except for his eyes, every part of the mascot was black, same color as the mat.

<Wah-wah-wah?>

Steve looked up when he felt the van come to a stop. “What’re we doing here? This isn’t my car.”

“He lives here,” Bill said, pulling the van into MC Estates.

“Bill—”

“It was on the way.”

“It’s miles out of the way. I need to get home!”

“You told me you’d help me,” Bill said. “You promised.”

Steve, once again, had to take the blame. He had to keep reminding himself that Bill wasn’t Bill, so Steve had to be diligently Steve. None of this zoning out.

Because when he did zone out, weird crap like this happened: Bill driving halfway (the wrong way) across Burnt Valley, taking Steve even farther out of walking distance.

“Just give me a sec,” Bill said. “I’ve got to drive around anyway.”

What Bill said was true. It was too late. The narrow loops of the trailer park only went one way. What with the size of the moving van, plus the lack of power steering, Bill would’ve torn out half a lawn and part of a carport just getting turned around.

“We can drive by,” Steve said. “Straight by, and nothing else. Do not stop. Do not . . .” Steve didn’t finish the sentence. Everyone knew if you didn’t pass Go, you were going to jail.

Bill nodded as he drove past the first few trailers, scanning each address. “A drive-by and nothing else.”

Keep him on track, Steve thought. No more crazy train.

But then Steve’s mind wandered back to the logo, the one down there between his feet. He checked. It was still there. He wasn’t crazy.

USCONN.

As in US Connecticut, where the moving business first got its start. From there, it had grown as far west as Idaho, rebranding itself USCONT (cont. for Continental).

It was a rather ambitious, self-important name for a business that had barely scratched the Pacific Northwest before going out of business altogether.

Steve had forgotten all about USCONT, the way people forget until years later, long after the memory has ceased to matter in daily existence and therefore ceases to shine, when suddenly a new piece of data—like a coincidence or a strong smell—sparks our sense of déjà vu, and it makes us wonder.

Could everything be connected?

Steve had long ago abandoned those types of thoughts. Those were kids’ thoughts, the types of thoughts his students would pontificate about in their essays. Or, worse, the thoughts of a crackpot. Marvin’s thoughts.

Whenever Steve did argue such things with himself (you know, when he was just the right amount of drunk, or when one of the medical marijuana faculty was throwing a party at their house), Steve had to admit the possibility that the universe might not be random; there might be some greater force manipulating reality into meaningful but large-scale patterns.

If that was true, if The Phone Company was some hidden conglomerate from the dawn of telegraphy, shaping not just the infrastructure of civilization, but the connections of mankind itself, then it sickened Steve to think something so far-reaching would use its powers to corrupt so absolutely, stuff its hand so deeply into law enforcement only to murder conspiracy theorists and nearly drive a young boy (a young man) to mass murder, all before dive-bombing a passenger plane into a middle school.

If that was the world they lived in, where the violence was completely random but for a purpose, Steve wanted no part. After all, USCONT’s main client had been known for relocating workers state to state, to any number of local shops with local names and local numbers across the continent. USCONT, formerly USCONN, had serviced the phone companies.

Now, down in Louisiana, some other company, some other USconn, was killing workers who manufactured cellular phones. For The Phone Company. The name, the connection, had to be coincidence. Despite what Bill, conspiracy theorists, and student essays all claimed to be true, it wasn’t all connected.

“Empty,” Bill said, driving the van past Graham’s trailer at MC Estates. There was a “For Rent” sign in the lawn. “She lied.”

<Wah wah wah?>

“Please, Bill, I just want to go home.”

“She’s protecting him.”

<Wah?>

Bill looked to the left, as if the voice had told him to. “What . . .” he began, and Steve saw it happen. He saw Bill’s eyes lock on to the McCurdys’ trailer, only to dart away.

The trailer, notorious for being suspiciously well kept, had been completely vandalized. The windows were shattered, the skirting kicked in. The porch railing dangled, ripped nearly halfway off. The front door wavered with the same cadence as the police tape.

“What happened here?” Steve said.

Bill glanced at him, as if hoping Steve wouldn’t notice the furtive look. “It’s like I said, she won’t tell me.”

<Wah> the voice said, and Steve could hear her disapproval.

“Let’s get you home,” Bill said, suddenly interested in the road and nothing else, not even in the info splashed across his lenses.

As relieved as Steve was to hear those words, “let’s get you home,” he stared at Rat’s trailer in the rearview while they left MC Estates, wondering, hoping: was Rat okay? What had happened to his trailer? And why was Bill acting so weird about it? Why was he acting so weird in general? Where had he gotten the revolver and the purple phone that could control cars?

By the time they hit the home stretch, the sun had started to set like a coal above Mountain View, setting the sky alight and silhouetting graves. Steve hadn’t meant to leave Sarah alone for so long, not in her condition, completely debilitated by grief over the plane crash. He should have never left her in the first place. He was almost home, though. He just needed his car and he could leave.

“What’s this?” Bill said, coasting right past the cemetery toward the church; the lot was packed with cars again, and a weird blue light ebbed and flowed in the stained glass windows. It looked like someone watching TV in the dark.

“I don’t care,” Steve said. “Just take me to my car, then do whatever you want.”

Bill wasn’t listening, though.

He pulled into the church lot.

Steve sighed. I’ll just walk to my car, then. He was close enough now. Screw Bill. Go home, check on Sarah, then drive straight to the sheriff’s office, bypassing their crazy new automaton.

Looking out at the memorial wall, Steve noticed someone had repaired the corkboard since his first visit. They had set up sodium lamps to spotlight the photos and ads from below. All those faces, all those smiles. And right beside them, as if it could stake some claim to them, the new Tether.

Despite the commercials, Steve was glad they’d fixed the board. Even though everyone in town hated him now, even after he’d lost a child, too, he felt terrible for breaking their wall. Especially now that it looked so likely JJ would end up on it.

“He’s here,” Bill said. “Fenstermacher.” He pointed out a red convertible with vanity plates reading WNDOMKR. Bill parked in the drive right behind the car and got out, revolver in hand.

“Hey, don’t take the . . .” Steve said, but Bill still wasn’t listening. Steve hopped out and glanced at the cemetery toward his car. Just leave, he thought. Go! Sarah needs you more. He couldn’t, though. He couldn’t leave Bill to his own devices. Not when one of those devices was fully loaded and half-cocked.

Steve went running after him into the church. He burst into the antechamber and immediately stopped as the door swung shut behind him, sealing in the dark and undulating light.

It was like he’d been dropped into the sea, leagues into the deep where things swam—anglerfish with their dangling lures; barreleyes with translucent heads; just dots of bioluminescence in all that liquid black.

No one stood at the pulpit under the cross in front, but townspeople filled the pews and stood in the aisles, their faces underlit by the screens of their phones.

“A gourd-and-twine device, over twelve hundred years old,” a man was saying. The parishioners were watching him on their screens, all listening to the same thing, so that the man’s voice spoke out of each Tether, echoing and all at once.

Steve stepped up behind Bill, who had pulled out his own Tether to watch.

“. . . oldest phone,” the man was saying with a heavy Mandarin accent, “found in Peru.”

Steve recognized the speaker instantly. Not Graham, as he would have expected. No, Steve thought, this was the man from the factory who’d survived the mass suicide. This was Huan Kong.

He glanced around but didn’t see Kong anywhere. The stage was empty. Kong could have been broadcasting from anywhere in the world.

“We have been trying for long time to connect. When you are in need, who provides? When you need help, how you call? You need map? How you get map? How you reach out to someone when your heart is broke?”

“The phone,” the congregation said as one.

“Yes.”

“Blessed be the phone!”

“Blessed be. But what power your phone? What give to us unlimited connectivity? What allow us to store our lives, our minds, in unlimited data?”

“The Provider,” the congregation said.

“Yes.”

“Praise The Provider!”

“He who believes in me will forever be connected.”

“Amen.” Kong bowed his head for a moment of prayer. “Now let us call our special one to the altar. Let us show him how to believe.”

A boy, draped in white baptismal robes, walked onto the church stage. The congregation started to murmur.

“. . . connected . . .”

“. . . The Provider . . .”

“Amen!”

“JJ,” Steve said, taking a step forward, not sure whether he was seeing a ghost or the real thing.

Bill blocked him with his arm.

“Son!” Steve said, struggling against Bill. Now it was Steve who seemed to be the ghost; JJ didn’t hear him. No one did.

That was his son, his boy! The boy he’d hoped would grow up to become a writer, or an independent journalist, or someone in the profession of telling the truth. He was alive! And all hope was alive with him.

“Native American believes taking picture steals their soul,” Kong said.

Steve shouldered his way up one of the aisles, shouting, screaming for the people to move. Their hulking, stinking bodies and clothes, their dresses and button-up shirts, didn’t easily part, not like in some closet where the clothes hung empty. Steve had to wriggle between them, between shoulders, elbows, hips, and other knobbed bones.

“Please, let us take this young boy’s picture,” Kong said, and the congregants lifted their Tethers. “Let us store him in unlimited data.”

The church filled with flashes and digital camera sounds, disorienting and stroboscopic, cutting Steve up into frantic, individual frames.

<Kchrtt!>

“JJ!”

<Kchrtt!>

<Kchrtt!>

“Please stop!”

Onstage, JJ stood in the lights, robes flaring with each and every shot, their folds rumpled differently in every frame. In one instant JJ was staring down at Steve, who was stuck halfway up the pews in a knot of parishioners, and then—

<Kchrrt!>

—the boy’s eyes were rolling back in his head, up to the cross above him. He seemed to stiffen, to become an arthritic limb beneath the robes, and Steve knew immediately what was happening.

JJ fell to the stage. Each flash revealed him wrenched into a new position as the seizure wracked his body and his head pounded the floor.

<Kchrrt!>

<Kchrrt!>

A single frame of blood flew from his nose.

<Kchrrt!>

“Stop!” Steve cried, batting phones out of people’s hands as he thrust himself forward into the crowd, trying to push through them, or crawl over them if he had to, to claw his way to the front of the church.

They turned on him—Kelli Anderson, Chad, Mary McPhail, and old man Becker, too; Mrs. Clement and her son the Dick; Mark Moore Jr.’s parents—all sneering, all pushing back, their faces lit from underneath so that Steve barely recognized them for all the weird shadows and caves of their temples and cheeks.

He dug his feet into the carpet, but the people weighed more than a wave behind him, driving him out of the church. He stumbled down the stairs to the gravel, and the doors slammed shut behind him, dampening the camera sounds.

<Kchrrt.>

Steve tried the doors. Locked. He pounded on them. He called for his son and cursed. He couldn’t even see inside; there was no window, not on the doors. All he could see were the flashes of light around the frame.

After a few minutes, the camera sounds died down and Steve heard footsteps coming his way. Hundreds of them. He backed away from the doors, which burst open, and regular light, from a regular bulb, cast itself out into the parking lot as people, normal people, chatting, friendly, and dedicated to their church, came pouring out to their cars.

“Where’s my son?” Steve yelled at them. “What the hell did you did to my son?”

They just waved at him cheerily and left for home. Steve wanted to hit them. Wanted to grab them by their shirt collars and shake them, strangle them, choke the answers out of them; ask them why they were so damn happy when everything in town had gone to hell.

Once the last of the people filtered out, Steve stepped toward the doors. JJ, Bill, and Graham walked out. Graham had an arm draped around the boy’s shoulders.

“Where have you been?” Steve asked, grabbing JJ, taking him into a hug, relishing the smell of him, even if the boy was drenched in the stale old smell of the church and the richer scent of blood. JJ’s nosebleed had completely drenched, had completely baptized, the front of his robes.

“Dad,” he said, pushing away. “I’m ready. I want to go home.”

Wiping at his eyes, Steve nodded and took his boy’s skinny hand, leading him downstairs from the church.

Bill stopped them. He read JJ’s face. He read something on Dragnet, too, as if the glasses were bifocals, giving him two different perspectives on the world. “Why’d you do it?”

JJ thought for a second, and Steve wondered what the hell they were talking about, but who cared? He had his son! He was alive! Why didn’t Bill care about that?

“For the coins,” JJ finally replied.

Bill consulted some kind of graph in his bifocals.

“You can go now, Deputy Biggs,” Graham said, patting Bill’s back. “You’re free to go.”

Steve, casting them all a withering glare, including Bill—especially Bill—walked his son uphill to their car, wanting nothing more than to take him home.



* * *



“Jesus said, ‘I am the resurrection and the life. He who believes in me will live, even though he dies; and whoever lives and believes in me will never die,’ ” the pastor said, as morning rain dripped from the leaves and boughs.

JJ stared at his mother’s casket in the ground. He saw a worm. He smelled the wet earth.

“Then Jesus asked, ‘Do you believe this?’ ”

“No,” whispered Dad in the seat next to JJ.

Dad wasn’t joking. The way his face had hung ever since that day, staring only at the ground, JJ thought his dad might never tell a joke again.

JJ hated him then, hated him that he didn’t believe. Dad had probably convinced Mom not believe too, hadn’t he? That’s why they’d stopped going to church. The same reason Sam Anderson had called JJ a heretic and had spit at him that day at lunch. Now Mom was dead because Dad didn’t believe.

JJ realized he also hated himself. Of course he did. Her death was partially his fault. JJ had never wanted to go to church either, so he’d let her stay home, hadn’t convinced her it was all real, because, worse than that, it was boring. Because JJ didn’t believe in it himself.

Now, glancing at his family in the seats, all in black, JJ realized all three of them, each and every one, would be dead soon as well. He might’ve cried like everyone else if he hadn’t convinced himself he didn’t care.

The pastor read on, and JJ watched the earth steam all around them, fresh with graves.
  


 CHAPTER 35
 

 


Sarah heard her brother’s ringtone and picked up. It wasn’t a phone call, it was a push notification. She had recently changed Love Potion to match her brother’s tone.

<JJ: UV been nominated.>

<Princess: Oh yeah, for what? Hottest girlfriend?>

<JJ: U will win.>

<Princess: And u will BMK.>

<JJ: Not ur king, ur knight.>



* * *



“Where were you?” Steve said, glancing away from the road. He had been so happy, so relieved to find his son, but then the questions had started to burn holes in his brain and he began to feel angry again.

JJ kept texting on his phone. “What the hell?” he said when Steve snatched the Tether out of his hands.

JJ swiped for it, but Steve dropped the phone into the compartment on the driver’s-side door. The earwig still blinked in JJ’s ear, but Steve left that alone. He didn’t need to get into a wrestling match behind the wheel.

“Where have you been?”

JJ stared out the window at the darkness that had taken Cracked Rock. His reflection glowed a dim green on the window from the dash lights.

“I was worried sick,” Steve said. “I called you a thousand times, and you never picked up. I thought you were dead, or worse. And then I find you at the church as part of some deranged ritual.”

“I want my phone back,” JJ said.

“Absolutely not. Everything bad that’s happened seems to be related to these fu—”

“It wasn’t the phone, it was drugs,” JJ said. He was still staring out the window, refusing to meet Steve’s constant looks.

“Drugs,” Steve echoed.

His lips felt numb. He had always known at least one of his kids would experiment. Alcohol. Pot. Steve was okay with those things. Those were things he understood, things he himself had tried at JJ’s age, and neither alcohol nor marijuana had driven Steve to pack a gun to school.

But drugs had changed so much since he was a kid. Meth. Bath salts. Practically any pharmaceutical. It was all over the news, they incited violence.

“What kind of drugs?” Steve said.

“You know I’ve been having problems. I just don’t want to be here half the time.”

“What kind of drugs, JJ?”

“I don’t know. For depression.”

“So antidepressants?” Steve said. He thought it would help, knowing. It didn’t. “Which ones? Prozac? Paxil? What?”

“I don’t know. Whatever I could get from friends at school. Sometimes it was their parents’. Sometimes it was theirs. Different kinds. Some of it for anxiety. I don’t know.”

“Damn it, JJ, those are prescription drugs. Why didn’t you tell me you needed help?”

“Because you never listen.”

“That’s not true,” Steve said, but he knew, he knew it was. He could crawl through fire for his kids, but every time they had a real emotional problem, it always somehow linked back to Janice, and that was something Steve himself hadn’t fully worked through, even after all these years. He was supposed to move on, everyone said so. But he lived in a place, they all lived in a place, that wouldn’t let them go.

For Steve, Janice’s death was all twined up with the school shooting. Dealing with any related issue felt like losing his wife—and all those kids—all over again. And the anniversary of That Day was right around the corner.

“You never listen and the pills helped,” JJ said. “But then, I don’t know. I kept feeling like I wanted to hurt someone. Everyone. And then that just made me want to hurt myself.”

“JJ,” Steve said, trying to figure out how to word this. They had so much to deal with, but Steve had to focus on the immediate issues first. “Where is the gun now?”

“I wasn’t going to hurt anyone,” JJ said.

“I saw you on the news. You took a gun to school—Bill’s gun.”

“Because I wanted to kill myself!”

And there it was. If anything in Steve’s life could feel remotely similar to that plane crashing into the school, it was this. Powerful enough earthquakes could shift the axis of the earth. When that plane had hit, Steve hadn’t just fallen to the ground; his entire world had shifted and would never spin the same again. Now this, another global shift. This one, though, this one was Steve’s fault.

“I couldn’t do it,” JJ said. “I couldn’t . . . so I took a bunch of the pills, thinking that would be easier, that’s something I could do. Then somehow, I don’t know how, I woke up at the school with the gun.”

“I took you to school,” Steve said. Christ, I took him.

“When I saw the plane crash, I thought the pills worked, I’ve gone to Hell. So I ran. I thought maybe I could find Mom.”

Steve didn’t even know what to say. He opened his mouth several times, but everything he could think of sounded wrong. JJ’s issues were rooted so deeply, it would take a professional to work them out. Maybe Steve needed to see someone, too. How could he ever help his children when he was dealing with similar issues?

“Are you at least off the drugs?” Steve asked. He could barely bring his voice above a whisper, or it would crack.

“I’ve been talking a lot with Mrs. Keeler.”

“What? When you were missing? She didn’t tell me. How come she didn’t—”

“She didn’t know. She helped me. The people at the church helped me.”

“They’re crazy—”

“They saved me. I wanted to kill myself, and now all I want to do is live. I feel like I’ve died but I’ve gotten a second chance.”

They pulled up to the house, and Steve parked. He sat there for a second, not sure he could move, not sure he knew how to, not with this new, unfamiliar spinning beneath his feet.

JJ met his eyes.

“Dad . . .” And then he said something Steve had been meaning to say this entire time. “I’m sorry, I’m so sorry.” He wrapped his arms around Steve, and Steve sat there, stunned, his breath caught in his chest, but only for a moment before he gasped and returned his son’s hug.

“It’s okay, it’s not your fault—it’s not. None of it.” The boy’s hair, wet with tears, clung to Steve’s cheek because that was life. Messy, painful, but beautiful too, and definitely worth talking your way through.



* * *



His dad didn’t hear it happen, not over all the sobbing. JJ’s hand moved slowly, quietly, deftly as it sneaked the Tether out of the door compartment. His dad wouldn’t even remember putting it there, not after all this.

The whisperer in JJ’s ear had gone quiet, now that Dad was so close, but she had helped him. She had talked JJ through this entire car ride, telling him what to say. JJ had to hand it to her: Mrs. Keeler knew everything.

She knew Dad would end up calling her, to ask her questions, and she knew just how to convince him. Yes, she would say, JJ was off the pills. Yes, he was disarmed. And, yes, he’s perfectly ready to go back to school once it opens. He needs some normalcy, she’d say. It might do you some good, too, and Dad would agree.

As Mrs. Keeler pointed out, anyone who had suffered what Dad had suffered these last few weeks would try to rationalize. Dad was in massive denial. And that, Mrs. Keeler knew, would work in their favor.
  


 CHAPTER 36
 

 


Burnt Valley earned its name twice: once when a forest fire tore through the valley, killing the last of the Ebumnanyth; and again in the fall, when, in tribute to that historic fire, the leaves burned red, yellow, and gold before falling to ash. Even the dying evergreens spread like wildfire up the hill.

Old growth remembered those transforming flames, but newer growth remembered only the world after. To new growth, there was no great change; there was only “normal.” But as the oldest trees know, nothing can ever be the same.

Each year brings new leaves, new limbs, new rings of age, and perhaps scars from lightning or bears, so that nothing, from moment to moment, is ever exactly what it was. All that can truly be said after any great fire is that normalcy is only defined when the rate of change becomes cyclical, predictable, adaptable, not catastrophic.

Monday morning when school went back into session, Steve wanted to believe things were getting back to normal. The media circus had left town, the leaves were turning toward October, and there was still that beautiful smell in the air of rain, fresh pine needles, and earth.

The weekend had done his entire family well. Sarah had come out of her room, and even though she seemed to be texting someone all the time, same ringtone, she actually engaged with the family. JJ seemed happy, too. They ate dinner together both nights, and they even watched a movie together, curled up with Barksdale on the couch.

Then Monday, Steve was reminded that not all things had returned to normal—Bill showed up for breakfast at Hayworth Diner. He was in uniform, at least, and freshly shaven, earwig blinking in his ear. He looked clean.

Does he know? Steve thought. He had turned Bill into the sheriff’s office, after all. It had been a difficult decision, but in the end it had felt like the right thing. Now, though, Steve felt like a traitor.

“Hey, buddy,” Bill said, taking his seat on the other side of the booth. He set his deputy hat on the table.

Steve glanced at his kids in the other booth, wondering whether he should gather them up and leave. Sarah, who knew her dad had gone to the sheriff, must have felt the fear as well. She turned bright red when Bill waved at her and JJ.

“Yeah, I know,” Bill told Steve. “Don’t sweat it. Sheriff and I worked it all out. He knows I was framed.”

“Framed,” Steve said.

“For the Martian.”

“Yeah, I know what we’re talking about. What happened? Why would someone try to—”

“It was Rat.”

“Rat. Ray McCurdy. Are you sure?”

“I called it,” Bill said. “I told the sheriff he was helping Marv. You know, he wasn’t too stable after losing his wife and, uh, turns out he and Marv got into it over something, and it kind of blew up in Marv’s face, I guess.”

“Wow,” Steve said. “Wow. So where’s . . .?”

“Rat? Dead. He resisted arrest.”

“Wow.” Steve remembered the McCurdys’ trashed trailer, the police tape. “Wait, how? Did you—”

“Uh, yeah. I probably shouldn’t say any more till we’re done investigating.”

“Oh,” Steve said. “Of course.” He sipped his coffee, troubled. “Hey, what about . . .” He glanced at JJ in the other booth and quieted down. “What about your gun?”

“No worries,” Bill said.

“JJ says he lost it.”

“It’s not a big deal, Steve, seriously. We found it.”

“You did?”

“Yeah. It was at the school.”

“Oh, thank God.”

“Yeah. Anyway, I’m starving.”

The rest of breakfast went surprisingly well after that. Steve and Bill fell into their old groove, and Steve had even grown used to Sarah ordering his food on her Tether; he had brought cash to pay her and to leave Cathy a tip.

“So they got you a new school, huh?” Bill asked over coffee, and Steve said yep. Twenty minutes later, he and JJ were pulling in to the new HMS.

“Really?” Steve said, getting out and looking up at the old used car lot. The black paper had been peeled away from the huge showroom window, and a new wing had been added to the back of the building. “I thought this was supposed to be the PCo store.”

“Pretty cool, huh?” Mary McPhail said before going inside. School buses and cars were pouring in and out, while faculty, staff, and kids lined up at the metal detectors guarding the front doors.

“It does look pretty cool,” JJ said behind Steve. He hadn’t complained at all about the school’s new uniform policy. He looked like a little Mormon. All the kids did. Black slacks, blue dress shirts, ties.

In line for the metal detectors, Steve studied the posters hung all around the entrance. Some were campaign posters for presidential candidate Frederick Hill.

According to rumor and news, Hill, in a savvy PR move, had donated a generous chunk of his fortune, not to his own campaign as originally intended, but to furnish HMS with a new school. The Phone Company had overseen the work. How PCo had switched so quickly from constructing a store to building a school baffled Steve.

He had to wonder, had they had been building the school all along, even before the crash? Had they somehow known?

But, no, that was Marv poisoning his thoughts again. The old Martian had been doing that lately, whispering conspiracies into Steve’s ear.

“Sir, please empty your pockets into the bin and take off your shoes.”

Steve complied with the new security guard and walked barefoot through the metal detectors. Behind him, JJ put his Converse into his own bin.

“Sir, I’m sorry, but you can’t take these in with you.” The guard, an older gentleman missing most of his fingers on one hand, held up Steve’s two clamshell phones; he had been carrying around Janice’s phone since they no longer used it at home. He liked having it with him.

“Sorry, Officer, uh . . .” Steve stopped himself from chuckling when he saw the guard’s nametag. “Officer Knuckles. But I saw you’re letting Tethers go through.”

“Yes. School policy.”

“Okay, well, what’s so different about mine? Sorry, I’m not trying to be difficult.”

“Yours isn’t educational. I’m sorry, sir, I’m going to have to take these.”

“No,” Steve said, “no.”

He walked back through the metal detectors, going against the grain of the line. “Here,” he said, reaching over the bins for his shoes and his phones. “I’ll keep them in my car.”

Once Steve made it back inside the school and was putting on his shoes, he saw JJ with a group of other uniformed kids in the lobby. They were handing JJ a backpack just like the ones they were wearing.

“What’s going on here?” Steve said.

“Hey! Mr. Gregory! Steve!”

A cold, leathery hand clapped down on Steve’s shoulder, and he recognized the weird Avon smell almost immediately. “Morning, Principal Warner.”

“You like?” he asked, making a grand sweeping gesture at the new school. He beamed at the boys, at the little Mormons with their matching backpacks. “And here we have our fine students getting ready to start their day.”

“So we’re giving them new backpacks too?” Steve asked.

“No, it’s a school thing now, kind of like work for credit. They go out into the community and, how do I explain this? Canvass, I guess.”

“What’s in the backpacks?” Steve said. “It’s not for Fred Hill, is it?”

“No, no, no, of course not. Show him, boys.”

One of the kids unzipped his pack and pulled out a stack of brochures about The Phone Company.

“What, you’ve got them proselytizing?” Steve said.

Warner laughed and clapped Steve’s shoulder. “Yes, that’s a much better word! I like that! Hah!”

Steve turned to JJ. “You’re not going. You’ve got class.”

Warner grew kind of hushed and insistent. “No, no. Steve, you don’t understand. This is class. It’s work experience. Your son’s learning valuable salesmanship and self-confidence, see?”

JJ beamed at his dad.

“If he doesn’t go, it’s like skipping cla—”

<RNNNNNNNGGG!>

Steve flinched and looked around. An alarm ran through the lobby and echoed down the hall to the old showroom. It seemed to issue from everywhere, and all at once. He saw kids pulling out their Tethers, and Principal Warner pulled out his, too. There, onscreen, an animated school bell rang and rang.

“Well, kids, better get to it.” Warner turned to Steve. “You, too, Mr. Gregory. Wouldn’t want to start the first day back with absenteeism.”

JJ, smiling, waved goodbye to Steve, who, waving back, tried not to frown.

“Don’t forget your meeting!” Steve called after him. “Mrs. Keeler!”

“Yeah, I set a reminder!” JJ said. “Love you, Dad!”

Steve watched his son and his new group of friends race out the front door to the parking lot, where they loaded up in a PCo van with a clean-cut guy in a blue jacket.

The bell echoed away, and the voices and the noise began to filter out of the lobby as kids went to class.

The van pulled out of the lot, and Steve went to find his classroom. If JJ seemed excited about school and, more importantly, life in general, maybe change wasn’t so terrible after all.



* * *



<Who do u call Queen Bee?> Sarah’s Tether buzzed. <Coronation for Homecoming King and Queen today after lunch. See u in the gym!!!>

Other Tethers buzzed and dinged around the class with the same notification. Even the teacher stopped lecturing about the symbol of the Christmas tree in Ibsen’s A Doll’s House and checked his phone.

“Ah,” said Mr. Tousley, clicking his long fingernails; apparently, he played classical guitar, but he also wore little vests and had a Dutch boy haircut that he liked to tousle all the time. “Queen selection, very interesting. You know how bees do it? The virgin queens go around killing each other, stinging each other to death until there’s only one left. The victorious virgin will then be mated and become queen.”

One of Gary Pervier’s friends raised his hand. “Mated with the king?” he asked.

“The king wishes,” Mr. Tousley replied. The class laughed. “No, the virgin flies out to where the drones congregate, and she mates with a dozen or more of them.”

“What a whore,” said one of the Burnt Valley Squaws.

The class roared with laughter, but to Sarah it sounded rough, angry. She felt the other girls eyeing her; the guys too, but for different reasons.

NV Me still rated Sarah #1 most popular, most likely to be Queen. She had risen in The Provider’s Top Twelve as well, and then there was her nickname, Princess. She wasn’t mated, either, not yet. Total virgin.

The class continued to talk about Ibsen’s play, but Sarah could already feel the lethal stings. She had to admit, she was more than willing, and maybe even eager, to sting back.



* * *



“It’s like two gigantic computer labs and a manufacturing lab,” Steve said, pacing in the parking lot at lunch. He had come out here to use his phone. “All the kids do is punch out cell phone plates on a metal die and code apps. And the computers, they’re just laptop docks for their Tethers. There’s no way this meets even core curriculum, no way.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Casey, the union field rep, said. “And then there’s this war. Africa, the Ukraine, the Middle East, pretty much everywhere. Whole world’s gone insane.”

“Mm-hmm, I’ve heard,” Steve said, wondering whether Casey was even listening. “Look, I would’ve bothered my building rep or stewards with this first, but I’ve tried all the way up to the chapter president. They’re all ignoring me. I go to their offices and they’re busy all of a sudden.”

“Sure, sure. I’m just glad we’ve got a candidate like Hill who can sort this mess out.”

“Really?” Steve said, taking the bait this time. “His education plan seems kind of, I don’t know, crap. It’s all charter schools and vouchers. You’ll lose your job for sure. He’s anti-union.”

“Well, no, he’s moving more toward vocational tracks. Similar to Germany, I guess.”

“I was going to say Germany. This new school, that’s sort of what it reminds me of,” Steve said. “Except all the students are working toward one job, in some factory where they’ll get cancer and jump off a roof. It’s wrong on just about every level. I plan to take it to the governor if they don’t—”

“With all due respect, Steve, have you been under a rock? The state board, the governor—educational reform isn’t just coming, it’s here.”

“This isn’t reform, Casey, this is destruction. The students don’t even need teachers, not really. We’ve been reduced to lab aides. My language arts class? They’re basically programming apps. I criticized it in class, and one kid says to me it’s like HTML. The ‘L’ stands for language.”

“Heh.”

“Yeah, the kids thought it was funny too. But the programming for these apps, it doesn’t even use a familiar character set. It’s like the symbols for electronics mixed with tribal tattoos. It’s nonsense.”

“Sure, sure. But it’s like I told you. Get ahold of Araho. He understands this reform better than I do.”

They hung up, and Steve tried Casey Araho next. As the state executive director, Araho could help fight and enact state education laws. The union had also campaigned for the governor, so Araho had the ear of the capital.

<Hello> an automated voice said. The same female voice Steve had heard on Bill’s phone, the same voice used in the new phone tree at the sheriff’s office. <If you have lost your Tether, say “lost Tether.” If you or someone you love is getting stabbed, please say “stabbing.”>

“Crap,” Steve said. The voice stopped, and the line clicked a few times, as if processing a request.

<Okay. I’ll transfer you now.>

“No, wait—”

“Guten Abend!” a guy on the other line shouted. His voice echoed, as if in a tiled room. In the background Steve could hear voices and machines and chopping sounds. “Kann ich die Sie interessieren in einem Schnitt von Schweinelende?”

“No, uh, sorry. Wrong number.”

“Schadenfreude?”

“Sorry. Bye.

“Ah, wunderbar. Fick Dich Schlampe.”

Steve hung up and stared at the school. Through the showroom window, he could see the manufacturing lab, the dies, the drill presses. The kids were at lunch, so the equipment sat there, waiting. In a few minutes the bell would ring, and Steve would need to return to class. He’d don his blue lab aide vest and resign to being useless.

He thought about going inside to look up Araho’s cell number. It was one of the rare times he wished he owned a Tether. Hadn’t Sarah said that with the Tether you no longer had to know anyone’s number, you simply looked them up?

He called Bill instead.

“Hey, buddy, what’s the haps?” Bill asked.

Steve didn’t know why he’d called. To bitch, maybe. To ensure things were truly back to normal between them, that Bill would welcome the bitch session like usual.

“I hate my job,” Steve said. It was a common phrase between them, a signal phrase.

“Yeah? Tell me more about that.”

They both chuckled. That was their other common phrase.

“They’ve got JJ out on the town, handing out PCo pamphlets,” Steve said.

“Yep, I know.”

“You know? How the hell—”

“I saw him.”

“Oh.” Steve started pacing around the lot. He noticed a flyer slipped under all the wiper blades and wondered, What the hell? “You mind keeping an eye on him for me? You know, while you’re on patrol?” He described the van the kids were in.

“You bet,” Bill said.

“Cool. Thanks.”

The line fell silent for a moment. That rarely happened between them. Even when it did, the silences were never uncomfortable. They knew each other too well.

“So hey,” Steve said, “you were right. The hormone hound?”

“Hormone . . .?”

“Sarah.”

“Oh yeah.”

“She’s always texting someone,” Steve said. “And she gets this little smile, you know? Whenever a message comes in? Kind of blushes.”

“Any idea who’s the hound?”

“At first I thought it was JJ. Same ringtone, ‘Frère Jacques.’ But blushing like a bride? I think it’s this muscle head from school, Gary Pervier.”

“Good old Perv-o. I know him.”

“Oh no. Don’t tell me.”

“It’s nothing like that,” Bill said. “Basically traffic violations. Speeding. Running the light. One MIP; alcohol.”

“Great. You know, he used to be one of my students. A real screw-off. Had the Disney girl do his essays for him.”

“Yep, I see that here,” Bill said. “He and Anastasia screwed around a lot, actually. It looks like he’s fooled around with Erica Tracy, too, in the school darkroom. Handjobs.”

“What? What the hell? Where are you finding this?”

“I’ve got my sources,” Bill said. “I can tap Sarah’s phone, if you’d like.”

“No,” Steve said, staring at the flyers on all the cars. They were facedown so he couldn’t see what was printed on them. “I’m not sure I feel comfortable doing it.”

“NSA does it.”

“To catch terrorists.”

“Right. They’re going to catch terrorists through data they gathered on Angry Birds. Great plan.”

“I’m not sure I support them anyway,” Steve said. “The whole Patriot Act? I’m not sure. There’s definitely a line. It’s one reason I’ve never upgraded to a better phone.”

“Parents track their kids’ phones all the time, Steve. GPS. See where they’re going, see where they’ve been.”

“That’s a little different,” Steve said, even as he was weighing the argument. Tapping Sarah’s phone could tell him everything. Her smoking habit?

From quoting stats to Janice, Steve knew each cigarette took fourteen minutes off a smoker’s life. So how many minutes? How many days of Sarah’s life could he have saved if he’d only had access to her phone?

Now that she obviously had a boyfriend, Steve had even more to worry about. Teen pregnancy, maybe even STDs if Bill was right about good old Mr. Perv-o. If Sarah was keeping her boyfriend a secret, there had to be some reason. There had to be something going on, something more than hand-holding.

“No,” Steve said, continuing to walk. “Don’t tap her. She and I just need to have a heart-to-heart.”

“Too late,” Bill said. “Aaron’s already tapped her.”

“Bill, no. Tell her . . .” Steve slowed to a stop. He had made his way to the southern end of the lot, checking things out, when he spotted the moving van. “Bill, is that you?”

Sure enough, Bill sat in the van, staring at Steve through his Dragnet glasses. “Look, Steve, I’ve got to go.”

The moving van fired up.

“Wait—”

Bill hung up. The van backed out and sped toward the exit, belching out clouds of exhaust.

“Wait!” Steve said, running after it.

Apparently, Bill had been parked at the school long enough that one of the flyers had been tucked under his wiper. It flew off and landed a few spaces away from Steve. The van roared off down the road.

Steve redialed Bill and picked up the flyer, reading it as the phone rang. The handbill depicted the mascots for both Burnt Valley High and HMS, the Ebumnanyth and the miner. The miner, with a devious grin, was passing a football to the Native American. The football was wired with dynamite.

 


HOMECOMING

IT’LL BE A BLAST!

 


Steve shuddered. Cracked Rock hadn’t celebrated homecoming in five years, and for good reason. Because instead of an actual date, the flyer simply said, “That Day.”

Janice, the school shooting—it had all happened Homecoming week.

<You have reached Deputy Sheriff Bill Biggs> said the automated female voice. <Please leave your name, number, and the nature of your phone call, and Deputy Biggs will connect with you as soon as humanly possible.>



* * *



“And we have our Queen!” the announcer said, his voice booming across the gym. It made Sarah’s headache worse, but she couldn’t care less. She had been knocked down and knocked out at the very beginning of the queen selection—it wasn’t fair!

She lifted her head off the polished floor, and past her own heaving chest, everything spinning and wobbly like the earth. She made out the other girls scattered all around her, bleeding, sobbing, holding broken limbs. Their blood was spattered everywhere, in puddles, footprints, handprints, and smears. Strands and tufts of hair—brown, red, and blonde—stuck in some of the pools.

“All hail Her Majesty!” the announcer said, and to the roar of the crowd, the principal thrust Erica Tracy’s hand into the air. News cameras flashed.

“Oh, shit!” The principal stepped away and there was a collective gasp from the stands as Sarah tackled Erica Tracy.

The stands fell silent while <Kchrrt!> Erica screamed and Sarah howled, bashing Erica’s stupid head into the gym floor until there was a dull crack and Erica stopped struggling.

Sarah’s vision grew dark, and she passed out. She could hear buzzing, could feel hundreds and thousands of things scuttling around her, and then she flashed awake with the cameras, flash-flash-flash. She was standing in Erica’s place, her hand clasped with the principal’s and thrust into the air, and she smiled.

“Bow before Her Majesty!”

<Kchrrt!>

<Kchrrt!>

“All hail Queen Gregory!”

The principal placed the crown on Sarah’s head, and the crowd cheered. They stomped and chanted Sarah’s name until the whole gym shook with their fervor, and Sarah shook too, grinning, tasting her own blood, Erica’s too.

Her king came to join her, jogging across the floor in his gym shorts but no shirt, zigzagging between the wasted girls and their blood. The crowd chanted his name as he scooped Sarah into his massive arms.

Perv-o!

Perv-o!

Perv-o!

<Kchrrt!>
  


 CHAPTER 37
 

 


“Hey, sugar, you ready?” her mother asked.

Sarah wiped at her eyes and looked back from her mother’s vanity. “I hate my stupid hair.”

“Oh, honey, here.” Her mother knelt down to Sarah’s level and helped her work a brush through the rats. “You’ve got my curse, I’m afraid.”

When they were done, Janice looked at herself over Sarah’s shoulder, fixing her makeup, tidying up the edges of her lips.

Sarah watched her in awe. It was like watching some painting come to life, such soft pastels.

Janice straightened her wig and patted Sarah’s shoulder. “Don’t take too long. We’ll be late.”

“I know,” Sarah said, staring longingly into the mirror as her mother left the room. She hated her hair. One of her friends had horse stables, and Sarah’s hair looked like the trampled straw; wet, dirty, matted. She wished she had inherited her mother’s lips instead. They were so plump. Dad called them nectarines. Sarah’s lips looked like dried-up worms.

One day, her mother had said. One day she would show Sarah how to apply makeup, so she could be beautiful. You’re already beautiful, Mom had said, but Sarah doubted it.

One day.

She ran the brush through her hair again and wondered if one day all her hair would fall out, too. At least the wig would look better. It wouldn’t even hurt to brush.



* * *



Most Homecomings, Cracked Rock held a different kind of parade, an impromptu one. Cops could have met quotas catching people as they sped out of town. Typically that week, a lot of kids missed school. Teachers took sick days, enough that HMS, and even the high school, ran out of substitutes. This year, though, everyone missed school. This year, That Day fell on a Saturday.

Steve stood at his vaulted window, where a crisp autumn light poured in from the meadow outside. He sipped his coffee, enjoying the peace and quiet and the warmth from the fireplace before his kids climbed out of bed and became terrors for the day.

<Near a window?> Bill texted.

<Y> Steve texted for “yes.”

<Because> Bill said, misunderstanding. <Check out Hollow MT.>

<K.>

Steve craned out the window to get a look up the hill. <What> he began to text, but then he saw it. The letters on the hill had changed:

 


#QG

 


<Stands for Queen Gregory> Bill said.

<What’s that?>

<Near ur PC?>

<Give me a sec.> As the computer in Steve’s home office booted, he wondered what it could mean, Queen Gregory. <Is it Homecoming?> he texted.

<Read ur email.>

<K.>

Steve opened his inbox and paled. “What the hell?” he said, picking up his phone when it rang.

“Hello to you too,” Bill said.

“Sorry, I’m just . . . is this for real?” Steve scrolled through the file Bill had sent.

“It’s a transcript. All activity from Sarah’s dating app.”

“Bill, I’m not sure I want to look at this. I didn’t want you to do this in the first place.”

“No, I’m telling you, something very bad is about to happen. Look.”

Steve skimmed over the conversations, trying not to delve too deeply into his daughter’s personal threads. Apparently, she had been chatting up someone named “JJ.” By the content of the texts, Steve knew it wasn’t her brother.

<JJ: Come over.>

<Princess: Tonight?>

<JJ: Sneak out.>

<Princess: My dad.>

<JJ: He won’t find out.>

<Princess: K>

<JJ: Bring cigarettes.>

<Princess: Kk>

Steve’s eyes caught a certain phrase over and over again. The Phone Company’s slogan, over and over.

<We’re connected.>

<I love U.>

<The whole world.>

<Love me 2?>

<Part grand design.>

<All connected . . .>

<Part butterfly effect.>

<U never say I love u.>

<ALL Provider.>

<I luv U2.>

<The band?!>

“This is making me sick,” Steve said, rubbing his eyes.

“Look at the last few texts.”

Steve scrolled down.

“Yesterday’s and today’s,” Bill said. “Down where Sarah changed her name.”

<JJ: Can’t wait to see you in that dress.>

<Princess Di: ;)>

“What dress?” Steve asked.

“Oh,” Bill said, “I forgot you aren’t connected. Here.” He emailed Steve a print version of an article:

 


FROM BROTHER KISSER TO PRINCESS,

A LOOK AT OUR NEW QUEEN

 


The article opened with a timeline of school pictures, starting with Sarah in seventh grade, bed hair and a pimple. It ended with her picture from junior year.

Steve had never seen her pictures lined up like this, had been too close to see her grow up year to year, but in the pictures he could see how her face had changed, how it had slimmed to a fine jawline like her mom’s. He could see a darkness, too, a pall that eclipsed her face more and more as the years wore on.

Seventh grade had been the last time Sarah actually looked happy. It was something about the fullness of her smile and the shyness in her eyes; something about those adult teeth, looking so big for such a little girl. Steve hated the article for showing him this, how she’d changed, how she’d darkened. He hated it for showing him what was lost.

“What the hell is NV Me?” he asked, reading the first few paragraphs.

“Popularity app,” Bill said. “Used to be locals only, but the leaderboards have merged worldwide. Sarah’s number one.”

“This has to be a joke,” Steve said. “I mean here it says JJ was her first. . . . Christ, Bill, you think those love notes are to her brother?”

“Here.”

Another email pinged Steve’s inbox. A link to a video.

“Watch it,” Bill said, and Steve did.

He watched an entire gym of girls—wearing their uniforms for sports, their tank top jerseys and Spandex shorts, their suits for swim team—Steve watched them plow Sarah down, watched her head hit the gym floor, and then she just lay there while Steve yelled at her to get up. The other girls ran around, attacking each other, punching, kicking, scratching, pulling out each other’s hair. One girl jammed her thumb into a Squaw’s eye socket, and the Squaw screamed.

Steve knew these girls, he’d taught these girls—a lot of them had been good students. And Sarah still wasn’t getting up. Why wasn’t she getting up? Get up!

But then she did, and the end was the worst part. Watching Sarah attack her friend. Watching her get scooped up by that creep, Gary Pervier. Watching him kiss her. Steve screamed at him to stop, but Gary wouldn’t stop, and the camera zoomed in.

When had this happened? Why hadn’t Steve noticed? Why hadn’t he noticed something wrong with his daughter?

“Sarah?” he said, throwing his phone down and pushing away from his desk. He tromped upstairs to the loft and knocked on her door, which swung open beneath his fist.

“Oh my God.”

Sarah’s bed was made, but clothes were strewn everywhere. A box sat open on her floor. A box marked “Janice.”

Sarah was gone.

JJ was gone, too.

How?

How had they sneaked out?

And where had they . . .?

Shit, Steve thought, scrambling for his car.



* * *



“Your Majesty,” Graham said, bowing deeply. “You look ravishing this morning.”

“Thank you,” Sarah said. “Thanks.”

Wearing his jersey and crown, Gary Pervier sat on the back of Graham’s red convertible already. He and Sarah grinned at each other, then looked to the parking lot of the data center.

“Allow me,” Graham said. He knelt next to his convertible and offered Sarah a gloved hand.

“Thank you, kind sir.” Holding up her dress, Sarah dug a heel into Graham’s thigh as she stepped into the car. She settled in beside Gary Pervier, and their arms brushed. Hers was bare and goosefleshed; his was hard, tan, and warm. They sniggered and could barely meet eyes.

Sarah felt someone else watching her, felt the slime of it, like slugs on her back. The rest of the parade was assembling in the lot around them, and the marching band was practicing their drums and horns. Different music blared everywhere as the last few touches and last few streamers were applied float-to-float.

Sarah saw someone standing in the crowd, and suddenly she knew who was watching her.

Anastasia Disney.

She looked terrible. Pimples. Bags under her eyes. Nicotine patches all over her bare arms, a couple on her face.

“Cigarette?” Graham reached up with his chauffer’s glove, holding out a fresh pack. Montclairs.

Smiling, Sarah took one and leaned down so Graham could light it for her. Sitting up, she blew out smoke, blowing it toward Anastasia, who, by the time the smoke cleared, was no longer there. Anastasia had disappeared into the crowd.

“Let the fun begin,” Graham said, and drove the convertible out of the lot.
  


 CHAPTER 38
 

 


It was the end, but the parade still hadn’t caught up. “Excuse me,” Steve said, pushing his way through the crowd. He had tried to drive closer to the data center, but PCo had blocked everything off. He’d been forced to park at O’Donald’s.

People couldn’t see the parade approaching, but it built like thunder somewhere around the bend. A rumble at first. You could feel it in the ground and in the air around you.

The noise felt giant, the way a train feels giant on its long approach. Steve felt like no matter where he stepped, he’d feel a railroad beneath him—its resounding bed of trap rock, its thrumming rails—locking him onto a one-way track.

“Excuse me, coming through.”

County ordinance required all residents of Cracked Rock to maintain their own sidewalks. Of course, one of the only real sidewalks in town was in front of O’Donald’s. And, of course, the sidewalk was packed; usually was, during parades.

Local government was thrilled to build infrastructure for corporations; they brought jobs. But ask for the same benefits for a local diner, a community establishment, a home away from home, and you get squat.

Way over in the opposite crook of the valley, Hayworth Diner suffered crumbling sidewalks and old roads. The walkways had shifted in big plates, as if something giant were moving below them, but slowly, year after year. Weeds clung to the faults.

The parade had started down on that end of the valley. The data center was the beginning. O’Donald’s was the end. And the parade was just now catching up.

Steve could hear the music and the cheers as spectators held up their Tethers to get a better shot.

The marching band sounded like a phone: dial tone, ringtone, busy tone, all sorts of default chimes. The drums sounded like a vibration motor, lots of snare with deeper rumblings from the bass. Even the feet, the pounding feet, contributed to the effect. Steve felt a phantom ring in his leg where he usually kept his phone.

Someone was calling.

The parade.

The parade was the mouthpiece.

Over the top of the crowd, Steve spotted the beginning.

The marching band paraded by, with the PCo guy, Graham, as the bandleader. He was decked out in uniform and a giant, fluffy hat, conducting the band with a baton.

Behind them, giant head and headdress flopping, the mascot for Burnt Valley High ran from a foaming pack of Doberman pinschers.

The dogs caught up to the Indian, and, snarling, growling, they snapped at his ankles. They snatched mouthfuls of his leather pants and dragged him to the pavement.

Then the dogs scattered at the feet of equally rabid men dressed like dirty miners and rugged pioneers. One of the men looked like Graham. Steve didn’t understand. He’d just seen Graham leading the band, yet here the PCo rep was, dressed now as a soldier with a bayonet on his gun.

The settlers fell upon the Indian, their fists, boots, and shovels thwacking against the padded costume; their pitchforks prodding. The man cried out in pain from inside the giant foam head.

“Stop it!” Steve said, pushing even harder through the spectators. “Leave him alone!”

The crowd laughed as Graham poked the Indian in the butt with his bayonet and got him running again, limping now, bleeding from his ankles where the dogs had ravaged his skin to loose deli meat.

Tesla, Edison, and Alexander Graham Bell drove by on a float, talking on various types of old phones, all wood cases, weird wires, and exposed bells. Edison, a younger version of Edison, seemed to be portrayed by Graham himself, as if he could be in three places at once.

Thick black cables spooled from the men, from under their suit jackets. Workers ran in the street behind them, wearing PCo uniforms and PCo hardhats, and Graham was in that group as well, threading the telephone lines up the street parallel with the median stripe, so that they stretched for miles, stretched all the way back to the data center probably. The oncoming floats drove over them.

Steve reached the front of the crowd. The townspeople stood so tightly packed shoulder-to-shoulder, were violating each other’s private space so intimately, Steve had to shrug to fit in.

He could smell them. Their cologne, their perfume, their deodorant; the alcohol, cigarettes, and weed. And something worse, like they hadn’t bathed or wiped. The pungent smell of urine, the thicker stench of shit.

Steve started to feel sick and looked down the long procession of floats for Sarah.

A bunch of HMS students marched by, holding a banner.

 


THAT DAY

 


Cute kid drawings decorated the canvas. Yellow suns, happy stick figure families.

Behind the banner, a bunch of students scurried and screamed while one of their classmates, a boy with an alien head on his T-shirt, soaked them with a squirt gun filled with red fluid.

“JJ?” Steve screamed.

It was his son.

His son was the shooter.

Steve stepped into the street, but the bloody kids ran over and started pushing him, pushing Steve back into the crowd, which held him, a dozen hands gripping Steve’s jacket, belt loops, arms, and hair. The kids left red handprints on Steve’s chest and belly, and from the coppery smell, from the look, he was positive the liquid was blood.

JJ waved to his dad, then sprayed the crowd, getting it in people’s eyes and mouths before marching on, laughing while the crowd laughed, too.

“Let me go!” Steve cried, trying to pull away from the people, wincing as his hair pulled tight, so tight he couldn’t move at all from all the gripping hands.

A beefy arm constricted around Steve’s throat, pinching his voice. “Quiet,” the strangler whispered, breathing hot against Steve’s ear. “Enjoy.” The voice sounded just like Graham.

Tethers pushed between the bodies all around him, aimed at the parade. Some of the phones turned like heads to look at Steve, too, and some part of him worried that everyone online would see him crying, partly from pain, partly from fear, reduced to some horrible meme like Huan Kong.

A few semis, pulling long flatbeds of junk, honked at the kids. One of the truck drivers yelled out his window, veering left, then right, trying to cut around.

“Look,” someone said, “the plane!” and all the Tethers focused on the flatbeds. The semis were pulling the twisted, scorched remains of the regional airliner that had crashed into HMS.

As the truck driver tried to cut around the kids again, a charred log tumbled out of the wreckage and flopped onto the road, shedding bits of char. It took Steve a second to realize what it was.

Part of the leg still had skin on it, a nugget of burnt fat, plus a burnt shoe with a melted sole.

Kelli Anderson and a few men ran out, racing each other, grabbing at each other, trying to reach the limb first.

Kelli pulled ahead, but the men tried to yank her back by the dress. The shoulder straps snapped and she was kicking free of it, fully nude.

She snatched the leg off the road and held it up, exposed to the cheer of the crowd. She scuttled back to the sidewalk with her prize and disappeared as Bill drove by, guiding the moving van as if it were part of the parade. He was drinking, swigging from his binocular flask, his glasses blinking.

“Bill!” Steve cried, but Bill didn’t seem to hear him.

Steve shook his head despite the pinpoints of pain as all the hands uprooted his hair. He didn’t want to see this, didn’t believe he was seeing this, couldn’t believe everyone in town—everyone—was celebrating and cheering at the floats, recording, laughing, prying open Steve’s eyes so that he was forced to watch, forced to cry from the stinging air.

He screamed at them to stop, but they wouldn’t stop. He cursed at them, called them names, and all they did was turn their Tethers toward him for a second to capture his outrage.

A hand wrapped around his face and muffled his mouth. Steve continued to scream into the stinking, salty palm. He tried to blink, tried to clear his vision, but the many fingertips held his lids in place.

Like a mirage on a hot day, a red convertible wavered into existence. The car was a block down, driving over the cables in the road, but Steve saw enough that his gut clenched up, and chills, followed by hot flashes, shook through him.

Graham was driving.

He had two passengers.

“No,” Steve said, staring at the woman, at the queen sitting with Gary Pervier on the back of the car, their throne. “Please, God, no.”

Janice in her wedding dress, sans the veil. Janice in the familiar Marilyn Monroe wig she’d worn all through her treatments. Janice, who’d died, and then . . . Steve didn’t want to think of what had happened directly after she passed; the sound, the smell, as foul as these people—as if the sickness hadn’t degraded Janice enough. No death was ever dignified.

Many times Steve had wished he didn’t have all these terrible memories mixed in with the good, as if two completely different sets of photographs had been dumped into the same box. Their wedding day, Steve running icing through Janice’s hair; Steve, years later, pulling that same hair slick and gummy from the drain.

Janice smiled and waved like a queen, regal, reserved, falsely happy, and Steve realized it wasn’t Janice at all.

“Sarah!” he screamed, still muffled by the hand. He pleaded with her. He sobbed. Sarah smiled and waved while “Frère Jacques” boomed from the car stereo.

The float passed, and Steve couldn’t even turn to watch his daughter recede. The crowd held him rapt, so all he could see was the oncoming parade.

Silence washed over the people as the last float approached, so that the only sound was Steve screaming his daughter’s name.

“Shhh,” his strangler said, as quiet and sweet as a lover. The smooth, hairless, totally tattooed biceps and forearm squeezed Steve’s throat shut.

Way, way off in the distance, farther away than any train, yet ten times more intimate; from somewhere off around the bend beyond the trees, maybe beyond space itself, there came a sound. Familiar, insistent.

<Wah-wah-wah.>

Steve waited and watched the bend, where the cables wriggled briefly in the street. A thousand collective breaths were drawn all around, all down the sidewalk. Steve could feel the whole crowd swell against him as it inhaled.

Around the bend, white fluffy shapes came prancing and dancing and bounding along, playful as lambs.

“Ba-a-a-h!”

Men, women, even little kids; the elementary children, kindergarteners, too: they all came frolicking down the road over the cables, dressed in sheep suits and throwing handfuls of something to the crowd.

“Ba-a-ah, baaaah!”

Some of the sheeple wore twisted horns and black goatees or waxed-up mustaches, and their wool looked matted, dark, and unclean. When they got closer, Steve saw what they were throwing from their bags. Handfuls upon handfuls of nicotine patches, little bottles of alcohol, and various colored pills, unknown pharmaceuticals. Adults, and even kids, ran out into the street to scoop them up.

“Blaaah,” one of them said, blowing his liquor-soaked smoke in Steve’s face, burning Steve’s pried open eyes. The man’s lips were cracked with a giant open sore. “Blaah ah-ha-ha-hah!”

Then the sheeple herded past, except for a little five-year-old lamb, moving forward in little hops and saying “ribbit” like a frog.

Silence fell over the crowd one last time.

Please, Steve thought, please, God, let this be it.

Trying desperately to blink and wash the sting out of his eyes, trying desperately to wet them, Steve saw something in the distance. A man, a tall man, standing there at the bend. A man in a long black suit and hat.

The tall man lifted something to his ear, something black, and Steve felt it again, felt the buzzing in his leg; the phantom ring, the phantom caller. The crowd took another breath, and Steve nearly screamed when the cables in the street breathed too, rasping against the pavement before jumping up from the ground.

The cables vibrated midair like a dog’s chain pulled taut. Steve’s eyes reacted so violently to the surprise, his eyelids slipped out from under all the fingers and he squeezed them shut, crying from the burn.

This time when he opened them, he opened them of his own accord, afraid to see what was coming but too afraid not to watch. Steve needed to see everything that was coming at him.

The cables, still taut, tight enough that a high-wire act could walk along them, began to move forward, began to slide forward through the air as something reeled them in. Steve’s eyes momentarily tracked scratches, dents, and bits of gravel in the cables as they coursed by.

The sound grew louder—

<Wah-wah-wah>

—and as it moved around the bend with the cables, words materialized, still far enough away that Steve only heard snippets, scraps. They were all different voices, carrying on different conversations.

< . . . and Mrs. Hayworth was telling me she’s spoken to her husband and he says . . .>

< . . . cheating on me, I can’t believe you, Clive!>

< . . . and then I’ll go down on you and . . .>

Steve recognized the voices. These weren’t just conversations, these were recordings. Private phone calls, aired for all the world to hear.

The words became clearer as the ends of the cables revealed themselves from around the bend in the road. The things tethered to the ends of the cables looked like people, about a dozen in all, except Steve was certain they were walking backwards toward him, being inexorably drawn by the cables plugged into the backs of their skulls.

A new voice boomed.

<Ryan Trecartin once said, “I think technology is us, not something we invented. I think we are more psychic now because we have cell phones and you can look and see who’s calling you. When people start seeing technology as us, as humanity, our whole idea of what existence is, is going to shift.” The shift, my people, is here. The shift is upon us.>

The tethered people had giant tin-can heads, pointing away from Steve, facing back the way the parade had come so that each tin can was shouting at the crowd behind them, and, oh Jesus, God, one of them, one of the men was Graham; he was staring sideways at Steve as the tin-can men walked backwards by.

“Hey!” Gary Pervier shouted up the street. “Hey, move your piece of shit!” A horn blared.

The crowd turned, and their Tethers turned too, to look and record. The cables, stretching as far forward as the Nikola Tesla float, parted around the various vehicles in the parade, strapping snug against the fenders, doors, and sides.

Bill sat in the moving van, blocking the road, pushing the cables apart and mashing one beneath his front tire. He had pulled sideways right in front of the convertible, and Pervier was leaning over Graham’s shoulder to lay into the horn.

Steve could see Bill through the driver’s-side window, through the crisscross of cables, and Bill was sitting there, not looking at anyone, just staring out his windshield or maybe into his glasses, his lips moving.

Something outside caught Bill’s attention.

One of the dogs, a sleek, snarling Doberman pinscher, ran into the street, dodging between legs, ducking under one sagging cable. The Doberman jumped onto the hood of the convertible, scrabbled up the windshield, and launched itself at Gary Pervier, who screamed, “Holy fu—!” before being cut off by the savage teeth sinking into his throat.



* * *



Sarah watched Gary fall into the backseat, losing his crown. The dog landed on his chest, its snout buried in Gary’s neck.

Seconds before, Sarah had been screwing around on NV Me. The app had told her that if she wanted to get rid of Anastasia as a rival, Sarah should lie to her, tell her to kill herself because suicide would make Anastasia more popular. So Sarah had forwarded the suggestion. That’s when the Doberman had come running at the car.

The dog bit down and shook its head, and Gary gurgled and wheezed, hammering at the dog’s shoulders and spine.

Sarah screamed so loud she felt something break inside her skull, some membrane. Cold and hot tendrils trickled into her brain, attaching here and there, soaking in, using the network already in place, branching and branching again as it infiltrated everything.

She was still screaming, even after the headache receded to a dull fire, even after her terror had burned away to nothing. The screaming was just something her body was doing now, based on some old reflex. She found she was posing for the cameras that were snapping shots all around her—

<Kchrrt!>

<Kchrrt!>

—stealing her soul, capturing the blood as it arced between the dog’s mouth and Gary’s neck. It was almost beautiful.

The dog looked up, ears perking, snout completely red, and Sarah fell down onto Gary, trying to hold his neck, trying to hold the blood in his body, because his eyes were already glazed and his lungs were wheezing, venting wet and labored breaths through the hole in his throat. And as Queen, Sarah had to be the most beautiful thing of all as the blood pumped up into her face, stinging her lip.

Bill! she thought as he came running. The dog wagged its tail, panting, scrabbling over the door toward Bill.

The gunshot shook Sarah.

For the first time in days, she felt normal. She felt like herself. She realized there had been voices in her head, hundreds of thousands of voices, maybe more, all talking at once, but now they were silent and all she could hear was the whistling and gurgling of Gary’s throat and the dog slumping over as smoke poured out of Bill’s revolver.

Sarah tried to get away, tried to escape. She fell over the door, fainting, but Graham was suddenly there and catching her, holding her, shushing her while the convertible seemed to spin donuts beneath her. Sarah felt something sliding off her head and reached up, felt the crown, felt a wig and didn’t remember why, until she did.

She’d shaved her head.

When had she shaved it?

Why?

Somewhere far away, her dad was screaming her name, even as Sarah was forgetting it again.
  


 CHAPTER 39
 

 


“She had a hard time,” Doctor Medley said. “With the baby.”

Steve sank back in the waiting room chair. “Jeremiah.”

“Excuse me?”

“That’s his name. Jeremiah Johnson.”

Dr. Medley nodded.

“After an old friend,” Steve said.

“It’s nice.”

Dr. Medley stood as if she were holding a clipboard, except she wasn’t. She went on to tell Steve how there had been some tearing, some bleeding, and Janice was having issues after the anesthetic. The baby wasn’t breathing well, either. Preemie.

No, Steve reminded himself, he has a name.

They let Steve in to see Jeremiah, but not his wife, not yet. Steve was glad Sarah had spent the night with her grandparents. His daughter was only four; she wouldn’t understand.

A nurse led Steve down to the NICU, where little JJ looked like a shriveled-up lung in a bubble. Steve was so sleep-deprived he hadn’t wept, looking in, watching the little chest get pumped.

Afterward, after seeing his baby, his first and only son, Steve went outside and looked up at the stars. He lit a cigarette and made a promise. He didn’t know to what. The stars, maybe. Janice’s god. This would be his last cigarette.

“Please,” Steve said, finally crying.

In the stars above, all he saw was a satellite.



* * *



Steve noticed the state trooper a few cars back. The cruiser had been buzzing in and out of traffic like some black wasp, but now it had disappeared behind a truck.

Making a nest back there, Steve thought and focused on the highway. The cars moved as if they communicated with each other to avoid accidents, as if they drove themselves.

Watching them, Steve mulled things over. Was that a good way to explain it? Whatever was happening in Cracked Rock? A hive mind? Except the hive had gone insane?

The highway to Helena, US-12 E, ran parallel with the railroad, rolling past forests and farms and mountains for miles. Usually Steve enjoyed the drive, but now the entire world terrified him.

Montana was called “Big Sky Country” for a reason. When he was a kid, Steve had learned the Ebumnanyth name for sky—the Giant Empty. So now he knew how else Montana could be described.

It certainly was beautiful country. The clouds today had cracked opened, and Steve found himself getting hot from the yolk of sun spilling into his lap.

<Bzzt-bzzt!>

His hand went to his thigh, but no one was calling. It was just that weird spasm.

Steve had felt it first at the parade, and he’d worried. Have I started to change? Had even his ancient phone started to alter him? His clamshell.

Or was it opening him up to his true nature? Was he like them now? Subject to some queen? Some fat wasp building her nest in the crevices of Cracked Rock?

Steve felt another buzz, his actual phone this time. “Hey, Bill, I’m driving. What’s up?”

“Oh yeah? Where you headed, buddy?”

“Uh.”

Steve had debated taking the call. For one, he didn’t have an earwig and there was a cop behind him. And two, the real reason, Bill had killed that dog. Bill loved dogs. Barksdale was his best friend.

But in the week since Homecoming, no one in Cracked Rock seemed to care about what had happened at the parade. No one except Steve. In fact, they had posted funny videos of Gary Pervier’s death online.

One clip documented Bill executing the Doberman pinscher, except Bill’s voice had been dubbed in, like Dirty Harry but gruffer: “Beg . . . for your life.” Then Sarah was screaming and covered in dog brains, and Bill was saying, “Atta boy,” as he patted the dog’s ruined head.

Steve didn’t remember that part; the patting. Had that really happened? The footage looked entirely real.

Destroying an animal like that, in front of children, in front of everyone, in front of cameras, too—Steve had known Bill for half his life, and right now he didn’t know who he was talking to.

“You going to the union?” Bill asked.

Steve actually flinched.

How the hell . . .?

His eyes flicked to the rearview, searching for the trooper. He saw other drivers instead, completely absorbed in their Tethers. Was someone spying on him? The trooper, the fat guy in the hybrid: was that how Bill had known where Steve was headed?

He searched for the USCONN van but didn’t see it.

Just the thought of the old van reminded him of something Marv had said. Something about telemetry in newer vehicles. Something about scanners posted on roadsides to collect data from cars. He remembered JJ’s app, too, the one that allowed him to generate an entire diagnostics report just by scanning Bill’s cruiser with his phone.

“Uh, yeah,” Steve said. “Headed out to Helena. I have an appointment with the state exec.”

“Oh, yeah? How is Casey?”

“You know Araho?” Steve said.

“You’ve talked about him. Couple times.”

“Oh,” Steve said, wondering if he had. He and Bill both worked union positions, so they talked shop quite a bit. It was more than possible.

“Why couldn’t you just call him?” Bill said. “Why drive all the way to the capital just for a chat?”

“He insisted.”

“Huh. Some kind of emergency then? You guys striking?”

Steve thought he could hear a deeper question: Are you going to be trouble, Steve?

“No,” he said, checking his mirrors, constantly looking over his shoulders. All he could see around him were bees. Every car, angrily buzzing.

He hated that he couldn’t share everything with his friend, his best friend, his only friend, really, aside from the people he got along with at work. Steve and Bill had always been confidants. But after Homecoming, Steve couldn’t pretend. “Just union stuff,” he said.

“How are the kids holding out?”

“Fine, they’re fine.” It certainly seemed to be true. Both kids were acting as if they couldn’t be happier. The plane crash, the parade—everything they feared in the big bad world, and the kids were singing, “Oh, what a wonderful day.”

“You catch wind of who Sarah’s been seeing? This JJ character?”

“No,” Steve said. “But at least I can rule out Pervier.”

“Heh.”

“Sorry.”

“No, it’s funny,” Bill said.

“Defense mech?”

“Huh?”

“Nothing,” Steve said. He didn’t think it was funny at all. He didn’t even know where Gary had been buried. Had they planted him up there at Mountain View, out by Steve’s wife? Was Gary yet another monument to a brief existence? Or had they covered the boy’s remains in shit like they’d done at Harcum?

To defile human remains. Steve wasn’t a total materialist; that had to be some kind of sick magic, smothering old bodies in excrement as part of a game, part of some larger move.

It’s all connected.

“JJ seems to be doing well,” Bill said. “He did a sermon at church. He really seems to be healing.”

“Really?” Steve said, unable to bite down the sarcasm; he might as well have bitten his own tongue, he had such an aversion to holding it. “I thought, up there in that head of his somewhere, JJ still had a bit of separation of church and state. But it looks like they got to him, too.”

“Huh,” Bill said. “Well, you should’ve heard him, you would’ve been proud. Urging people to sink their teeth in the fruits of knowledge like that. To know good, to know evil. To know everything and everyone. Just like The Provider, he said. You should’ve heard him.”

“Should’ve,” Steve said. He didn’t say it, but it hadn’t been that long ago Bill had been terrified of the invasive nature of those glasses he wore all the time now.

At first Steve had wanted to believe he was being paranoid, that perhaps recent traumas had driven him temporarily insane, but, no—everyone else had gone insane around him. The Tether—The Phone Company—had brainwashed them. Indoctrinated them.

Subliminal messages.

School.

Follow.

Steve didn’t know how else to explain it.

At the parade, the sheeple had thrown pharmaceuticals to the crowd. And on that day when JJ took Bill’s gun to school, he had been suffering from an overdose of antidepressants. At least that’s what JJ claimed. Steve had to wonder what kind of communion all these zealots were taking at church.

They know, he thought.

That was why Bill was mining for information.

They know I’m trying to break the hive.

An orange Humvee veered toward Steve from the oncoming lanes. The driver was gripping his Tether with both hands and cackling maniacally at his screen, laughing so hard his eyes bulged and his zany red bangs were blowing in the wind.

“Whoa!” Steve said, swerving, barely missing the Humvee. “Watch the road, asshole!”

He checked his rearview again, hoping the trooper would stop the Humvee. The black cruiser didn’t even slow down. The Hummer, still partly in the wrong lane, raced by.

Steve wiped sweat out of his eyes. “Look, Bill, I have to go. Call me later?”

“Sure, buddy. Sherry’s tonight? Speakeasy?”

“Eh, I’ll call you.”

“Okay. Meantime, I’ll keep on keeping tabs on your kids. Barks, too.”

“No, they’re fine. But thanks, Bill. Thanks.”

They hung up. Steve watched the other cars carefully, surprised at how many of them were driving outside the lines, completely oblivious, and yet they all seemed in sync. He had hoped the world outside Cracked Rock would be normal, but the madness had bled into everything.

Billboards had gone up along the highway, promoting either PCo or Frederick Hill’s presidential campaign, whose slogan had become, “Over the divide we’ll all connect.”

Pure insanity.

Some boards sported huge QR codes, which made Steve wonder: Were drivers snapping pictures of the codes as they travelled by at highway speeds? And then what, were they behind the wheel, browsing websites?

And what did the QR codes link to, exactly, once you scanned them into your phone? Steve’s clamshell could barely take pictures bigger than a stamp, so it wasn’t as if he could investigate. He had the same problem with his kids as he had with his enemy: no way of getting up to speed.

I just hope Araho’s okay, he thought, passing a road sign. The teachers’ union was the biggest organization with political connections Steve was tied to. His hive. It was a start. Araho certainly had seemed concerned over the phone.

US-12 took Steve straight into Helena, and the cruiser followed him.

So this is Bill’s spy, Steve thought.

Maybe.

He made sure to follow the speed limit either way.

The union’s state office lay just beyond the shadow of the capitol building, where Lady Liberty stood atop the copper-jacketed rotunda, holding her torch.

Mr. Super Trooper followed Steve into the union lot. The guy eyeballed him from behind dark Dragnet glasses as Steve got out and walked to the double glass entrance.

He didn’t like this.

“Steve, hey!” Araho said, throwing on his blazer. Steve had run into Araho in the lobby. “Ready? Don’t want to miss our flight.”

“Uh,” Steve said, pointing toward Araho’s office. “Aren’t we going to. . . . What flight?”

Araho, a short, dark-haired man, gave Steve one of his patented looks, confused yet amused: a shake of the head, a furrowed brow, a cock-eyed smile. “Didn’t your son tell you?”

“No. Why would he—”

“Fred Hill’s giving a campaign speech. You and your son are going to meet the man who built your new school!”

“What? No. I dropped JJ off at school this morning, he didn’t say a word—”

Araho reached up and draped his arm around Steve, so that Steve could smell the sophisticated cologne Araho wore to mask that same sickly smell from the parade.

“Hah! Kids! You love ’em as much as you’d like to kill ’em, am I right? Come on, we booked you a ticket. But I bet JJ didn’t tell you that either, did he?”

“No, he did not,” Steve said. “Give me a second, all right?” He stepped off to one side and called JJ. His call went straight to voicemail.

“He’s probably on airplane mode,” Araho said. “Come on.”

“Just . . .” Steve held up a finger. Thumbing the directional pad on his phone, he scrolled down to the number for HMS. Ahead of him, the front door sucked in a breath. The cop stood there holding it open, staring through his dark Dragnet glasses at Steve.

“Ah,” Araho said, “our ride.” Casey took Steve by the shoulder and tried to escort him toward the cop, who stared and stared and occasionally chewed his gum.

<Hello, you have reached Harcum Middle School, now a PCo Academy.>

“Goddamn it,” Steve said into his phone.

<For Spanish, please learn English. To check on your child’s attendance, please press—>

Steve mashed the button.

<Please wait while I enter the last four digits of your child’s social security number.>

Steve almost entered the numbers himself, he was so conditioned. But then it sank in what the voice had said. The phone was entering the numbers by itself.

<Beep-bop beep-borp>

A click.

Then: <JJ Gregory reported to school at . . . 6:50 a.m.> the voice said.

Steve sighed. “This says he’s at sc—”

<With parental permission, JJ Gregory checked out of HMS at . . . 7:20 a.m. for a field trip to . . . Mount Rushmore, SD.>

“Wait, what?”

“Told you,” Araho said. “Kids.”

The cop walked over, thumbs hooked in his belt, hand near his gun.

Araho turned to him. “You got kids, Officer Murphy?”

The trooper didn’t look at Casey, too fixated on Steve. “Mr. Gregory, I’m going to have to ask you to put your phone away and come with us.”

“What is this?” Steve said, holding his phone to his shoulder while it went <wah-wah-wah> into his collarbone. He looked from Araho to the cop. “What’s going on here?”

Officer Murphy chewed his gum. “Mr. Gregory, please. We would hate for you to miss your flight.”



* * *



Araho made Steve sit by the window. “I don’t like heights,” Casey said, but Steve wondered whether Araho had a different motive for boxing him in.

When the flight attendants gave the safety demonstration, they didn’t even stand up front with the demo seatbelt and oxygen mask. Instead, they broadcasted a video to everyone’s phone.

“At this time,” the flight attendant said over the loudspeaker, “we request that all Tethers and other electronic devices be powered on for the full duration of the flight.”

“Excuse me,” Steve said, raising his hand.

Everyone turned to look at him. He blushed. When he flew, Steve hated causing problems of any kind, hated the way people regarded him with such naked suspicion. He hated it worse now, though, being recorded by more than half a dozen phones. These days people saw the entire world through their phones. Just hold them up and walk.

“Don’t you mean power them down during takeoff?” Steve asked. Araho cleared his throat and shifted in the seat beside him. “Don’t they interfere with the navigational equipment or something?”

The flight attendant blinked at him, giving him the same public smile that had been straining her face since he’d boarded. “Sir, if we couldn’t use our Tethers, how would the pilot fly the plane?”

Araho chuckled, and Steve felt the world shrinking around him. The world shrunk, and yet at the same time it felt infinitely more vast, unknowable, and violent.

Aaron was right.

Bill was right.

Someone with a Tether was behind the crash at HMS.

The little prop plane jerked forward and started to taxi, and nearly every passenger lit up a cigarette. The plane turned onto the runway and paused for a minute before accelerating. As the thrum of the propellers grew, Steve could feel it build up in his chest, faster and faster, and he couldn’t breathe for all the smoke; he was gagging, trying to hold his breath, and then he nearly screamed when the plane lifted off the tarmac.

“Relax,” Araho said, offering him a cigarette.

Steve shook his head and made the mistake of looking out the window. The airport fell out from under him, and the patchwork of fields and suburbs expanded as they shrank. The Missouri River fattened into Canyon Ferry Lake behind the dam.

After reaching a certain altitude, the plane leveled out and Steve’s grip on the armrests relaxed.

As soon as the seatbelt light went off, he excused himself to the bathroom. Araho let him up and everyone stared at Steve as he made his way through clouds of smoke to the back of the plane.

He stared at himself in the mirror, trying to calm down, trying to explain everything in his own head. Did he really believe this? Mass mind control. Phones piloting planes. With how sweaty he looked, and how bloodshot his eyes were, Steve felt as if he might be going a little bit Martian.

After a while, someone knocked and Steve returned to his seat.

“Everclear?” the flight attendant said when they brought out the drink cart.

“No thanks,” Steve said, but Araho asked for a whole cup of the jet fuel, no ice. He slammed back a shot.

“So, Steve, how you liking your new school?”

“It isn’t a school. It’s just a manufacturing and software development firm for The Phone Company.”

“That’s what you said.”

“One kid made this app, I have no clue how it worked, but it could read your mind.”

“I’ve seen some like those,” Araho said.

“Really? Because I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“Sure you have. Those simple toys that read your mind? You know, by asking you a series of questions?”

“But that’s what I’m saying. The one kid would think of a number, any number, no limit—they didn’t even have to be whole numbers—and the Tether would know exactly what it was, no questions. It just guessed.”

Araho gave Steve a warm but sideways smile. “That’s a Chinese curse, actually.”

“What.”

“May he live in interesting times.”

Steve frowned, not just confused, and not just angry. Araho had been a good man.

Maybe some part of him’s still listening, Steve thought. Maybe, whatever good was left in him still cared for what Steve had to say next.

“One of my son’s friends, I don’t really care for this kid, but he was developing a game called That Day. It let you play as Jaime Vedder.”

“Wow, cool,” Araho said, and Steve’s frown deepened.

“It’s not cool, it’s disgusting.” Steve had seen enough of the gameplay to know it was incredibly realistic. The missions followed the same path Vedder took through HMS, and the victims looked exactly like the real people, the real men, women, and children the town had lost.

Mr. Diehl.

Little Mickey Mackeroy.

Kelli Anderson’s daughter.

“Principal Warner, he didn’t even care,” Steve continued. “He just said the only weird thing is that the game updates to the past. To the past. What does that even mean?”

Grinning, nodding, as if he weren’t hearing Steve’s grievances at all, Araho said, “Let me ask you a question, if you don’t mind. Who are you voting for?”

“I don’t know,” Steve said, looking out the window at the big empty below him. He thought he’d known the world. The truth was, the closer you got to the ground, the less you saw the bigger picture, and the farther you flew above it, the more you lost the detail. Steve’s idea of the world, his perception of it, was skewed because he could only conceive of so much.

The question he struggled with the most, though, was this: if there was so much evil in the world, and it was so pervasive, was there an equal or greater opposite force?

“Well, Fred Hill’s our guy,” Araho said. “Pro-family. Pro-education.”

Pro-PCo, Steve thought.

“Fred knows what this country has to give up in order to create real change. Fred’s only one point below your daughter in the popularity polls, did you know that? He’s definitely got the union’s support. We’re all connected.”

“Please don’t talk about my daughter,” Steve said.

Araho leaned closer to Steve so that their shoulders touched, and that smell came wafting over again, mixed now with the stench of cigarette smoke and alcohol. “You sure you don’t want a cigarette?”

“I’m just tired,” Steve said, shutting his eyes.

“All right.” Araho sat back and cued up an in-flight movie on his phone. “I’ll let you sleep. You’ve got a big day ahead of you.”
  


 CHAPTER 40
 

 


Steve had been to Mount Rushmore once before, with Janice, back when he was still smoking.

She had wanted to stay all day, to watch how the sun dialed across the rock and to write poems about the passage of time and light. She had wanted to travel to Chichen Itza, too, spend one equinox at the ruins and watch the plumed serpent descend the stairs of El Castillo.

He still remembered her poem.

Part of it, anyway.

 


All

life

is cast

in light

and shadow.

The sun lets us see

only what it wants us to.

Like a good president.

 


To Steve, the presidents looked like giant coins, stamped and minted into the rock.

Washington’s all-seeing eyes, at certain times of the day, stared hooded in shade. No matter where Steve walked in the giant granite amphitheater, no matter where he was in the visitor’s center, at the gift shop or anywhere else, Washington had watched his every step.

Jefferson and Roosevelt gazed off to the east, remembering the sunrise, while Lincoln pondered the evening theater of the sun.

Sixty feet tall, the four heads of state lorded over the slope of rubble below them, as if they had personally laid waste to the rock.

They were only perfect, they were only memorable, because they were unfinished and at the mercy of the rock. Men may have sculpted them, but it was the weakness of the rock that had arranged the heads.



* * *



“Why,” Steve said, huffing and puffing behind Casey Araho, “are we doing this?”

Araho stopped at the foot of a giant rock. The trail led up to the steep granite cliffs of the Black Hills, winding through a scatter of boulders and sweetly scented ponderosa pines. Neither Steve nor Araho were dressed for the hike. Araho was in a suit, for chrissakes.

“Did you know,” Araho said, not even out of breath, “that the Native Americans hate what’s been done to this place? What we’ve turned it into? We might as well have carved Andrew Jackson out there on the rock.”

“That might be . . . taking it a little far,” Steve said.

“It’s sacred to them, and we defaced it.” Araho kicked with his polished shoe at some nails rusting in the dirt, remnants left long ago by the men who had worked on the cliff face. Wires and lengths of air compression pipes littered the woods, all signs and curses of American conquest.

“I don’t care,” Steve said. “Where the hell is . . . my son? That’s all I care about.”

After a few more deep breaths, Araho said, “Come on,” and kept climbing.

Steve glanced back over the boulders, between the trees. He loved to hike. He had been out-and-back all over Cracked Rock, the nature trails, the quarry. He had seen a lot of Yellowstone, as well. Tower-Roosevelt. Old Faithful. All beautiful.

But he hadn’t been on a hike since the start of summer vacation, and the Black Hills were treacherous. Steep. Loose rock. Soon to be sheer cliff faces. Steve couldn’t stop panting. His legs and lungs, which had burned at first, felt shaky.

He didn’t know why he was following Araho. If he needed to run, he couldn’t now. Not enough breath. Not enough energy. Maybe that was by design.

Every now and again, though, Steve would catch the sound of something on the wind. He would hear cheering, an echoing speech. “So the union’s backing . . . Fred Hill,” he said. “Pro-PCo you said?”

“Yes. He’s in the Top Twelve.”

“Didn’t you see what they did at USconn? Driving those poor people . . . off a roof?”

“That was USconn, not PCo,” Araho said. “The manufacturer, not The Provider.”

“What the hell is this Provider I keep hearing about? Like it’s some . . . golden idol.”

“Well, Steve, that’s why we have service,” Araho said, and at first Steve thought he meant something else, that the reason they had cell reception was because of their provider. “That’s why we go to church, to learn about our connection.”

“To what?”

Araho turned, confused yet amused. “Are we even having the same conversation?”

Steve didn’t know anymore.

They came to a high-security fence plastered with warning signs. Do not enter. Exorbitant fines. Steve stood with Araho at the gate while a park ranger walked over to let them through.

“Hello, Steve,” Graham said, tipping his park ranger hat.

Steve took a step back. “What the hell’s he doing here?”

Araho and Graham shared a look.

“I’m the gatekeeper,” Graham said, smiling at Steve.

Always the same smile with this guy. It was like he wasn’t a real person. He was a cardboard prop, flat, following you everywhere with his eyes.

From the breast pocket of his uniform, Graham pulled out a pack of cigarettes. He handed one to Araho and one to Steve, then lit Araho’s, who puffed and puffed. Graham held the burning lighter out to Steve.

“I don’t smoke.”

“You used to.”

“Not anymore. Never again.”

“Oh, but you must,” Graham said. “Otherwise you don’t get through. Consider it like an agreement of good faith. We even bought your brand,” he said, waggling a pack of American Spirit, which Steve had smoked for years.

“I guess I stay here then,” Steve said. “No loss to me.”

Graham’s lighter flame guttered but persevered. “Steve, did Casey tell you why we brought you to this place? This sacred place?”

Steve shrugged. “Something about a speech. Something about a puppet for president.”

“No,” Graham said. “Something about your son.”

Steve thought about blowing out Graham’s flame, if only to put a flicker in his smile.

The Phone Company had gone to such great lengths. They obviously wanted to show Steve something. He didn’t know what, but he figured it would happen anyway, even if he wasn’t there. At least if he was there, he could do something about it.

“If that’s true,” he said, “if JJ and I are here to meet Fred Hill, why am I on top of this mountain? Why not down at that speech?”

Araho looked confused. Graham looked amused.

“Smoke the cigarette, Steve.”

“You know what,” Steve said, lifting the American Spirit to his lips, then to the flame. “Fine.” Steve puffed.

And then he coughed and coughed.



* * *



They left Graham behind and entered through the high-security fence, climbing up a set of near-vertical steps to the granite fortress of the Black Hills.

Steve felt dizzy from the cigarette.

He felt sick.

“We’re right behind the heads now,” Araho said, as they passed into the cold shadow of a canyon.

He led Steve past the Hall of Records, carved right into the rock; its dark bore was aimed at the back of Lincoln’s head. They climbed up one last set of metal stairs, and the sound of the crowd and the speech grew louder.

“These hills,” Araho said. Step by step, the sun undressed him of the shadows. “The Indians believed they were the center of the world. And then we blasted into them.”

Steve squinted as he joined Araho behind the white dome of George Washington’s head. Someone stood atop the head, peering out over the valley and the visitor center five hundred feet below. Steve thought it was Graham at first, a smaller version of him anyway. Same suit. Similar earpiece. Magically reappearing as he had in the parade.

“JJ!” Steve said. He nearly fell when he tried to run forward. His legs felt boneless, his heels blistered.

The valley expanded green and rocky below him, and the granite cliff dropped six stories to his left over the prominent brow and nose of Thomas Jefferson.

Steve moved slower toward the granite rise of Washington’s skull, knees trembling.

“Can you hear it?” JJ said, his suit flapping like a flag in the wind. He was staring down at the amphitheater, which looked like the cutaway of a giant seashell. People, like little ants, filled the shell, and Frederick Hill’s voice boomed at them from the stage.

“JJ,” Steve said, “JJ, please. Get down from there.”

“How many men?” he said.

“Come on, let’s go home.”

“How many?”

“JJ, I don’t know what you mean. Please.”

“This monument, our whole country, this entire world is built on sacrifice,” JJ said.

“No.” Shaking, inching forward, Steve fixed his eyes on JJ’s back, on the folds of his suit. His son, his boy, looked dwarfed compared to the empty space all around him. Small, but not insignificant, not to Steve. “It’s built on hard work, too, JJ. People can build lives. They can rebuild them.”

“The soldiers. The slaves. Those kids at school.”

“JJ, please.” Another shaky step forward.

“The men who worked on these faces. Some of them died, Dad. Something with their lungs. Because of all that dust. This place killed them.”

Steve stopped a few feet from JJ, on the crest of Washington’s head, balancing in the wind. The drop yawned all around him now, and he felt the nearly imperceptible sucking of the abyss. If he fell, if he took a single wrong step, he would go spilling down the rough escarpment to the unforgiving scree.

Normally, cresting Washington’s head would have been easy, but the hike had left Steve feeble. He hated himself, hated that he was this weak.

“JJ, I don’t know what’s happened, or what they’ve told you to do, but they’re crazy, JJ. Don’t let them push you, please.”

JJ turned, crying. “That’s the only way to deliver them, Dad. It’s the only way. She needs followers, she needs blood. The only way to save them is if someone dies.” Suit and tie flapping, JJ took another step toward the void.

“No!”

Steve could see down Washington’s nose now. He held out his arm, as if to steady JJ, but also to steady himself.

“JJ, please! Let’s get down!”

“They’re crying,” JJ said, and Steve heard it too, nearly a mile below. The crowd wasn’t cheering, it was sobbing, wailing, crying at the sky.

“You don’t have to do this,” Steve said, grabbing JJ’s shoulder. “You won’t.”

“It’s too late.”

Then JJ turned and bulled past Steve, and for the briefest second as he scrambled and fell, Steve thought, He pushed me, he pushed! but JJ hadn’t. He’d merely shouldered past.

Steve sprawled out on the rock and clung to it, falling down one side of the skull far enough that it was like lying on a steep hill. If he moved, if he disrupted his balance at all, he would slide off. Steve scrambled back up the hill to Washington’s crown, panting, wheezing as he sat there like a crab, arms behind him, legs bent in front.

JJ joined Araho by the stairs, leaving Steve on Washington’s head all by himself, terrified but relieved JJ hadn’t jumped, but perhaps more relieved that he himself had avoided the fall.
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Steve’s thigh vibrated. Steering with one hand, he dug his phone out of his pocket. It was Bill.

He answered, ready to chew Bill out. To blame him for everything, even though none of it was Bill’s fault, not really. But Bill was one of them now, so it might as well have been.

“I can’t find JJ,” Bill said, no hello. He didn’t even give Steve a chance to bitch him out. “He’s not at school, he’s not at church, and I don’t know where the hell he’s at. Someone said they saw him getting into a PCo van, but I’ve checked all around town, Steve, I think they took him.”

If he hadn’t been driving such winding, hilly roads, Steve might have closed his eyes. “I know,” he said. “They had him out at Rushmore.”

“As in Mount Rushmore?” Bill said. “What the hell, Steve? Is everything all right?”

“No.”

Steve’s eyes started to sting, and he pursed his lips. Just thinking about it pissed him off as much as it scared him. “He’s one of them now. JJ’s connected.”

It was all Steve could say without Bill hearing the thickening in his voice.

The whole story was that JJ had gone with Araho; he had abandoned his father there in the Black Hills to the sobbing and applause below.

Steve had tried to catch up with them, but they were like mountain goats, moving impossibly down the rocky hills. Steve’s legs, his entire body, felt like smeared jelly. No more adrenaline, just shaky exhaustion and fear.

A state trooper had escorted Steve back to the airport. He had no clue where JJ was now.

“Well,” Bill said, “at least Sarah’s all right. One of her friends drove her home after school.”

“Which friend?”

“I don’t know, but I’m parked outside your house right now, keeping tabs on her. I built her a fire.”

“So she’s okay?” Steve said. He no longer cared whether Bill heard his sudden head cold.

“Yeah, she’s in there studying. I found Barksdale, too.”

“Oh, thank God.”

“You almost home?”

“Yeah,” Steve said, looking at the trees rushing past, trying to locate himself. “Half an hour out.”

“All right, well, I’ll be waiting for you. And, Steve?”

“Yeah?”

“I’m sorry.”

This time, Steve did close his eyes, just for a second, pushing the hot tears out onto his cheeks.

“I should’ve kept a better eye on your boy. I’m sorry.”

“Thank you, Bill. I mean it.”

“Okay, buddy.”

“Take care.”

They hung up, and Steve wept for a solid minute out of fear. Out of sadness and fatigue. But mostly out of relief. He’d missed Bill. Even if their relationship had been reduced to a phone call, he’d missed him.

As the drive wore on and Steve settled down, he found his eyelids growing heavy: sleep deprivation, overexertion, and long car rides tended to get to him anyway. He started up a hill. By the time he snapped awake, he was headed down the other side.

“Ugh,” he said, sitting forward, blinking the sleep out of his eyes.

Steve’s phone rang. He didn’t recognize the ringtone: <Hola. Guten tag. Ni hao. G’day, mate.>

Steve checked the caller ID.

<JJ Calling.>

He flipped open his phone. “JJ?”

“Hello, Steve.”

Something cold and spidery scurried up Steve’s back. “What the hell do you want?”

“To say hi,” Graham said. “It was nice seeing you today.”

“Bullshit. Where’s my son? Where’s JJ?”

“He’s safe.”

“He was talking about killing himself! Some sort of sacrifice, for chrissakes!”

“Steve, you chose not to understand this. You had a Tether and you chose to throw it away.”

“Then make me understand! What the hell have you been telling my son?”

“Please, Steve, no one can make you understand. You either get it or you don’t.”

“Yeah? You’ve certainly done a fine job brainwashing everyone else! Why don’t you try me?”

“Hey, Steve, I’m going to put you on speakerphone, okay? Just a second.”

“No, I don’t—”

It was too late. There was a pop, followed by the background hiss of air.

The next time Graham spoke, he sounded as if he were in a tin can. “It’s amazing what we can accomplish when we all work together. Your students, they’ve come up with some of the most amazing apps, did you know that?”

Steve’s car began to accelerate. The pedal wasn’t moving at all, but something was opening the throttle. Steve mashed the brakes. His car kept accelerating.

“What are you doing?” he shouted. “Stop!”

“Have you ever heard of HAARP?” Graham asked.

“Please, I haven’t done anything!”

“Some believe it’s a weather-controlling station. Marvin certainly believed.”

“Just stop!”

“And one of your Language Arts students . . . you wouldn’t believe your eyes, Steve.”

A water droplet hit the windshield.

Then another.

And another.

Big fat drops popped on the glass, and the windshield wipers cleared them away.

“You know, people like Marv, they believe HAARP can even cause earthquakes.”

“Please!” Steve said, steering, trying to keep his car from careening off steep banks of rocks and trees. The ground trembled beneath the car, jerking the wheel.

“Free will,” Graham said, and the ground settled. “That’s why we can’t force you to switch providers, Steve. It’s why you had to smoke that cigarette. We couldn’t smoke it for you. We couldn’t force you. Only you can break your promises.”

“What—what promise? What the f—”

“Your promise, your covenant to protect your firstborn son. We needed you to break it. But no one could force you.”

The car began to slow down again, and the rain went away. Steve got control of the gas and pulled to a stop in a turnout, trying to breathe.

“Just as no one can force you to believe.”

“Fuck you,” Steve said, panting, shaking, wishing he could reach through the wireless tower and strangle this asshole, if only to shut him up.

“See?” Graham said. “I show you the powers of a god; I crack open the sky for you, I bring rain. Someone could rise from the dead, and still you wouldn’t believe.”

Steve hung up, but not before he heard Graham say, “Happy Halloween, Ste—”



* * *



Halloween, Steve thought as he rounded the bend toward the old billboard for Hayworth Diner. “1 Mile to Paradise” it said, with a ’50s-style waitress winking and holding up a plate of bacon and eggs. Homecoming fell at the beginning of October, and that had been last week. What had Graham meant, Happy Halloween?

As Steve approached the sign, he noticed something hanging from it. A cat, skinned. Nailed to the post.

He shivered as he drove by it, as if he’d passed through a sheet of ice, thin as glass, separating Cracked Rock from the rest of the world.

Black, coiled phone cords and entrails of busted up electronics dangled from both the data center and Hayworth Diner. The parts looked like decorations.

Steve sped by.

But then he slammed on his brakes, turned back around, and screeched to a halt in front of the data center.

Through his window, he stared at the brick façade. He traced the convolutions of the phone cords and glanced at the security camera.

No windows.

But they do have eyes.

A second later, Steve was banging on the solid metal door.

“JJ? I know you’re in there!” He didn’t, really. But it was worth a try. “You’re not in trouble, I just want to talk—”

The door fell away beneath Steve’s hand.

As it opened, as the crack in the door widened and Steve realized he hadn’t expected it to open at all, he felt for a second like he was up on Mount Rushmore, standing again at the precipice, about to fall in.

The building sucked in air, and then a head poked out. A body filled the crack.

“Hey,” Cathy said, “where’s your costume?” She was dressed in her waitress uniform from the diner and was frowning playfully at Steve’s jacket and slacks.

“My son, JJ.”

“Huh? You didn’t dress up?”

From her confused yet playful smile, Steve could tell Cathy truly didn’t know what he meant; he relaxed a bit.

“I’m looking for my son.”

“Oh.”

“He went missing.”

“Oh my God, is he all right?”

“I don’t know, Cathy, I haven’t seen him.”

“Oh, yeah, right.”

Typical Cathy.

“Who else is here with you?” Steve said.

“Just me.” Cathy grinned, as broadly as her overly broad face. “Just handing out candy.”

“Can I come in?”

That playful pout came back on Cathy’s face. “Oh, sweetheart, no. Employees only. I’d lose my job, or I’d invite you in.”

It was Steve’s turn to frown. “I didn’t know you worked here.”

“Oh, yeah, they let me go at the diner. It’s all self-serve now. They didn’t need me. So they took me on over here, handing out candy.”

Steve found himself gazing across at Hayworth Diner, the peeling, slumping old stick frame, moss on its shingles. He checked his watch. “All right, well, if you see JJ, please have him call me immediately?”

“Oh, absolutely.”

“Thanks, Cathy. Be safe.”

“Oh hey, wait.” Shutting the door behind her, Cathy stepped out, holding a bowl of loose phone buttons, Cialis, and morning-after pills. “You forgot your treat.”

Steve stared down at the bowl, at the red wires spooling out of the piles like veins. “No, thanks.”

Cathy looked hurt for a second. Then the smile came back, and she gave an awkward curtsy. “Well, do you at least like my costume? Now that I’m not a waitress?”

Steve smiled sadly. “It looks great.”

As he left, the smile faded, but not the melancholy.

Poor Cathy.

Farther on in town, he saw more adornments on houses and businesses alike, red and black wires strung from gutters, sometimes woven into webs, circuit boards dangling like victims of spiders, old phones splayed open, guts arrayed.

Thick black cables ran from house to house, connecting them, plugging into random pieces of equipment stacked and scattered everywhere.

But no kids.

No one on the sidewalks at all.

Steve glanced at the date on his phone.

<October 31>

No way.

No way could he have lost that much time. PCo must have messed with everyone’s calendars. They seemed to control anything electronic anyway. Why not calendars?

Dates on phones, computers, tablets, and whatever the hell else people used to tell time these days. That meant Steve had no way to double check. Every calendar he used, aside from his wall calendar, was digital, and he had flipped the wall calendar to October anyway. It’s not like he marked off the days.

Not possible, he thought, and yet he had seen PCo perform miraculous things.

They could control the weather. They could control minds. They could control cars and plate tectonics. So why not time? The only thing they couldn’t seem to control was Steve. That was the only reason he wasn’t bunkered down in a hole somewhere, shuddering. That, and he had two kids to save.

Steve pulled down his long driveway, expecting to see Bill’s cruiser. The drive was empty, except for the pale light of the sunset.

“Sarah?” Steve said, bursting into the house. “Hello?”

He stopped and listened, and it was like pressing an ear to outer space.

“Hel—” Steve began.

Someone sat up on the couch.

“Hey, buddy.”

“Jesus.”

“You all right?” Bill said.

Steve lowered his hand from his chest. “You scared me.”

“Wuss,” Bill said.

Despite everything, despite that his son was missing, maybe even dead, despite that everyone in town he’d ever cared about had gone crazy, Steve found himself chuckling at Bill’s self-amused smirk. Only Bill could remain so optimistic in times like these. Defense mechanism, Steve thought.

He walked around the couch, casting a glance at his friend’s uniform, the hat on the seat next to him. “Where’s your car?” Steve asked, taking off his jacket. Bill had built a great fire. The house was hot, almost sweaty.

“Hidden,” Bill said.

“And Barks?”

“Around.”

Steve nodded. “Is it really Halloween?”

“Uh, yeah.”

“Jesus.”

“Why, what’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” Steve said. “I see you’re not wearing your glasses.”

“Nope.”

“Good.”

“Been trying not to. Make me look too much like an old fart.”

Steve chuffed again and slumped into the couch next to his friend, with the cowboy hat between them. “How’s Sarah?”

“Fine. Crashed early. You find JJ?”

“No. I even checked at the data center.”

“Damn it,” Bill said, and a darkness came over him. “I’m so sorry, partner, it’s my fault.”

Maybe it had to do with the overwhelming combination of fear, sorrow, and relief, plus what Bill had just said, blaming himself, but Steve barked out a sob.

Bill looked uncomfortable, shifting in his seat. The leather made a farting sound, and Bill paused, then shifted his butt again, grinning, ripping an even bigger fake fart.

Steve laughed and tried to look like a man as he dried his eyes. “Sorry. Heh.”

Bill held up his hands. “Hey, not your fault.”

“No, it is. You shouldn’t be apologizing to me, man. I’m their father, for chrissakes. It’s like I’m great with everyone else’s kids, but give me two of my own and I’m a piece of shit.”

“You’re not a piece of shit,” Bill said. “Well . . .” He held his thumb and forefinger half an inch apart. “Maybe a little piece.”

Steve sort of chuckled, sort of cleared his throat.

“You’re one-eighth a piece of shit,” Bill said.

Steve shook his head and stared at nothing. “I can’t lose him, Bill. I can’t.”

“I know.”

“She’d never forgive me.”

“Huh.” Bill fell silent, like he always did when Steve mentioned Janice. But then he broke the silence. “You know, I hated you. For a long time I held a grudge.”

“I know,” Steve said.

“I mean, I loved you, man, like a brother, but I guess I was angry, you know?”

“Yeah.”

“I spent a long time angry at her, too. After she, uh, you know, after that day. But after all that, and all the drinking . . .” Bill shook his head. “I’ve been an alcoholic for years, did you know that?”

“What? No, man, you drink a bit, but you’re no alcoholic. I’m the alcoholic.”

“You drink on weekdays?”

Steve shrugged. “Sometimes.”

“At work?”

“No. Well, maybe once or twice, but usually after.”

Bill nodded. “See, I did it in secret. I snuck it. Weekdays, workdays, weekends especially.”

“You gotta take days off,” Steve said. “That’s how you do it.”

“You were always a pro at that,” Bill said. “Thing is, I haven’t been thinking clearly for a long time. Lately, though, I’ve been sitting and thinking, hey, it was me who got you guys both to smoke. You and Janice. You remember that? My dad’s old roll-your-owns?”

“Yeah,” Steve said.

“Dragnet reminded me of that. So that’s on me, not you. This whole time it turns out I didn’t really hate you at all. Turns out all this time I hated myself.” Bill shrugged. “Still kind of do.”

After that, they sat there for a while, each staring off at nothing, each in their own miserable world. Finally, Bill stood to leave.

“Tell you what. Let me find JJ, all right? I can use Dragnet. Least I could do.”

“Absolutely not,” Steve said, standing up. “Throw those goddamn things in the trash, burn ’em.”

“Sorry, buddy,” Bill said. “You don’t really have a choice.”

“Then let me come with you.” Steve pulled on his jacket. “I can make sure it doesn’t. . . . I can keep you thinking clearly. Just let me go get Sarah, and I’ll—”

“Nope. You stay here, take care of your daughter. Seriously, you two stay out of the way. We don’t need to get her in danger, too.” Bill headed for the door, but stopped halfway out. Holding his hat against his heart, he gave Steve a sad smile. “And between you and me? She forgives you.”

Bill left, and Steve was alone on the couch, feeling better, lighter. It wasn’t just that Bill seemed to be Bill again, although that was part of it. It was more that Bill had taken some of the blame onto his own shoulders. Bill had given Steve the gift of forgiving himself, if even a little.

He sighed, then went upstairs to confiscate Sarah’s Tether. From the loft hallway, Steve could hear her singing in her room. Her voice was like light: bright, glowing, harmonics as fragile as glass. He knocked.

She didn’t answer, didn’t stop singing: “Darkness is another light . . .”

“Sarah?” Steve said, easing open her door.

“. . . that exposes true beauty,” she sang.

She stood in front of the vanity inherited from her mom, wearing her mother’s wig and her mother’s bloody wedding dress, singing a song her mom used to sing. Sarah continued humming, and Steve remembered the words.

All through the night, she hummed.

All through the night.
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“Take that off,” Steve said. “Now.”

“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” Sarah said, twirling so that the bloody skirts twirled too; the locks of the wig bounced. “Where’s your costume? Or are you going as a boring old dad?”

Steve’s eyes dropped to Sarah’s bed, where her Tether glowed. She saw him looking.

Damn it, he thought as his hand shot out.

He grabbed the Tether.

Sarah grabbed his wrist.

“Let go,” she said, hissing between clenched teeth.

Steve kept his grip on the phone. He had never seen this look in her eyes. It didn’t seem natural on her good-natured features. The snarl warped them, stretched them, almost as if something else, something bony and evil with sharper teeth, had cut off her face for a mask.

The Tether buzzed angrily against Steve’s palm.

<Hola. Guten tag. Ni hao.>

Sarah’s eyes flicked down, and Steve took advantage. He ripped his wrist out of her grip and backed out of her room to the balcony hall.

“Give it back,” Sarah said, stalking toward him, her wig slipping.

Steve backed away from her, glancing down at the Tether. The phone was unlocked. He could see a love note from “JJ.”

“Oh my God,” Steve said, beginning to read. Sick. Sad. Angry. He didn’t think he could feel any worse than he already did. But these messages. . . . Apparently Anastasia Disney had committed suicide.

<JJ: Hung herself.>

<Queen B: Erotic asphyxiation—you’re doing it wrong.>

<JJ: Hehehehehe>

“Who is this?” Steve said, backing up toward the staircase.

“Give it back.”

“Who’s sending you these?”

Sarah started crying, and Steve paused for a second, thinking, Goddamn it, way to be a dad, but then he realized.

She’s faking it.

<JJ: I loved seeing u in red.>

<Queen B: It’s white.>

<JJ: Yeah @ first.>

Steve kept one hand on the railing, searching for the staircase, reading the last of the texts.

“It’s my phone, Dad, my personal life. Quit spying on me, you have no right.”

“They’re spying on you! Everything you do, they see! They’re using you, Sarah. They’ve brainwashed you!”

“You’re so stupid. You don’t know anything! I was nothing before I got that phone. I was no one! And you want to know why? Because. I took after you!”

She might as well have stabbed him. Might as well have slid a blade between his ribs.

Steve knew he was lame, according to his kids. Sometimes he was pretty sure they didn’t like him, and sometimes there were even hints of hate.

But one thing he had always believed until now, until his daughter had so viciously ripped away his delusions, was that at least he was a good role model. At least they could see his hard work and his smarts.

That was the ugliest thing about the PCo. It brought out the truth. How people really felt.

<JJ: Can’t wait to see u in that dress again. See u in red again.>

<Queen B: I don’t know. Shouldn’t I wear the same thing as everyone else?>

<JJ: Doesn’t matter. We’re all connected. We’re all wearing the same thing.>

“Graham,” Steve said, feeling his own guts shriveling inside him. “It’s Graham, isn’t it? You’re seeing Graham.”

“I want it.”

“He called me. Earlier.”

“Give it.”

“Same ringtone. Same screen name. And he’s always talking about how everything’s connected.”

“I’ll hurt you if I have to.”

“Jesus, Sarah, he’s in his thirties—it’s statutory rape!”

His hand found the transition into the staircase. The Tether in Steve’s hand buzzed and emitted a creaking sound, a notification from something called Edison’s Spirit Phone.

Sarah froze.

A voice, crooning, lilting and familiar, began to sing from the phone.

 


Sleep my child and peace attend thee

All through the night.

 


“Janice?” Steve said, opening up the app. “Hello?”

Sarah lunged.

She clawed at Steve’s face, trying to rake away the Tether, getting a piece of his cheek instead.

Steve cried out and stumbled, catching himself on the rail down the staircase.

Sarah kept coming, shrieking and swinging wildly, forcing him back. Nails bit and scraped into Steve’s arm as he shielded his face. His foot scrambled for the next step down.

Grabbing both ends of his forearm, Sarah pulled herself up and sank her teeth into the meat, shaking her head back and forth like a dog, like the dog that had splashed the blood all over her dress—Janice’s dress. Now bright red droplets of Steve’s blood fell onto the bodice.

The wig had slipped down so that only Sarah’s teeth showed under all that stained, tangled hair. Her teeth, and one wild eye. Steve fell back against the opposite wall of the staircase. The railing dug into his back, and Sarah kept worrying at his arm.

He almost hit her, almost kicked her away, nearly head-butted his own daughter in the face. He waggled the Tether in front of her instead, making sure she saw it, making sure that her one rabid eye locked onto it and that her teeth let go before he launched it off the staircase as hard as he could.

Sarah whipped her head around, slinging blood, watching like a dog playing fetch as the phone sailed over the front room, over the couch, and down toward the fireplace. There was a second where Steve was certain it would fly right into the flames. Then the Tether hit the screen covering the fireplace and fell to the hearth.

Steve almost expected Sarah to get down on all fours as she ran for her phone. She pushed away from him.

And tripped over Steve’s foot.

Sarah tumbled downstairs, end over end, long legs flipping over her head. The back of her knees landed on the banister as she went, her body thudding against all the stairs, shoulders, back, knees, head.

She hit the bottom in a sprawl of white skirts, and Steve just stood there, looking down at how small his daughter looked while the staircase appeared to grow longer, steeper, higher below him, and her body shrank.

“Sarah!” he said, hurrying down, nearly falling down the stairs himself. He bent over her to check her head and saw just a second too late her eye, that one wild, bloodshot eye, gleaming up at him.

Fu— he thought, but then everything was knocked out of him as her foot came up into his nuts.

Rigid, frozen, his belly heavy with pain, too heavy to lift, Steve collapsed on top of his daughter. She struggled to get out from under him.

He managed to hold her down, pin her down, then hold her by the leg long enough for the weight in his belly to lessen. She pulled away from him, and he got up, too, vaulting over the back of the couch as she ran around it.

Steve landed wrong in the cushions, rolled an ankle and fell, glad he’d gotten rid of the glass coffee table, the table that both Sarah and JJ had busted their heads on when they were young.

Sarah pounded around the arm of the couch, completely bald now, her bare feet in ripped stockings.

The Tether lay in front of Steve, at the foot of the flagstone hearth. Behind the metal screen, the fire glowed, hissed, and popped.

Steve thrust his hand over the carpet, seized the phone, and–Sarah ground his hand beneath her heel.

“Stop!” Steve said, yanking his mangled fingers out from under her foot, cradling them against his chest. “I’m your father, for chrissakes!”

Sarah, bald, bloody-toothed, and laughing, leaned down and snatched up her Tether. The look on her face, like a greedy, gleeful child, almost drooling from ear to ear, terrified Steve more than anything else, more than Graham taking control of his car or moving the earth; maybe even more than the time shift to Halloween.

That hideous leer, whatever it was underneath, stretching out his daughter’s flesh as it broke it in. For once, Steve was seeing the true face of The Phone Company.

Roaring, throwing himself at his daughter, Steve slapped the phone out of her hands. Sarah’s face fell from a carven “U” to a terrible “O.”

Picking up the Tether, Steve lumbered to his feet, grabbed the hot metal screen with one hand, pulled it back, and shot the Tether slam-dunk into the flames.

“Mom!” Sarah screamed, pushing him aside. “No, no, no, no!” Sarah threw the metal screen out of the way, and part of it folded, crashing into Steve.

He heard the hiss as Sarah thrust her hands into the fireplace, screaming for her mom.

Steve grabbed her by the arm, trying to get her hand out of the fire, but Sarah wrenched away and reached in again.

“Oh my God—Mom! Oh my God, you killed her!”

Steve wrapped himself around Sarah from behind, locking his hands below her breasts so that her arms were trapped at her sides, and he pulled her back, leaning with all his weight away from the stove as she lunged toward it, bucking against him to break his grip.

“I’m your daughter! I’m your fucking—”

Sarah’s body went rigid in Steve’s arms, and she began to convulse and gurgle and buckle at the knees.

Trick, Steve thought, squeezing harder and holding her up. Another trick. But then her weight became too much to bear, and Steve eased her to the floor as best he could, still hugging her, moving his face so she didn’t head-butt him with the back of her skull.

From there, he didn’t know what to do, didn’t know what was wrong with her or how to fix it. Her body writhed so violently against him Steve couldn’t tell the difference between her spasms and his own sobs.

Finally, the seizure began to subside, but still Steve hugged her, panting, choking on the smell of burning plastic. Sarah muttered something one last time before passing out to the gentle popping of the fire. Steve barely heard her. But then he did.

“You killed, you fucking . . .”
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“Sir, she’s going to need a new Tether,” the ambulance dispatcher said.

Steve stared through his bedroom door to the king-sized bed, where his daughter looked like nothing more than empty blankets. His back still hurt from carrying her away from the fireplace. She looked skinny but weighed almost more than he could bear. Thank God he hadn’t tried hauling her upstairs to her own bed.

“A new Tether would—”

“I’m hanging up,” Steve said.

“Please, sir, we’re sending some—”

“No, thanks.”

Steve ended the call and stared at the lump of blankets. When Sarah was young, he used to sneak to her crib at night and stare at her until he could see the rise and fall of her gentle breathing. Sometimes the room was too dark and he couldn’t see her well enough, so he’d lean over the railing until he could hear the whir of air between her lips. He felt the same sort of relief now when he saw the blankets moving.

Still alive.

The burns on Sarah’s hands weren’t terrible, mostly superficial second-degree blisters. He had wrapped them with cool compresses and kept a bottle of pain medication rattling around in his pocket for when she woke up. The burns weren’t what worried him.

Whatever had happened to Sarah when Steve had incinerated her Tether. . . . He wanted to believe it was a normal seizure, like JJ’s, or something related to her tumble down the stairs. He feared it was something worse, though. Far worse.

I almost killed her, he thought.

And now what?

Standing at his bedroom door, Steve could see through the vaulted window to the meadow outside. A light rain had started to fall, leaving delicate drops on the glass. He didn’t like how dark it was out there, how vast and unknowable, this space that isolated him from everything else. His daughter needed help and he could do nothing about it.

Bill.

Try Bill.

Steve dialed the number. While it rang, he put on his jacket, needing to go out and grab some firewood.

“Damn it,” he said after the fourth ring. He was hitting disconnect when he heard Bill pick up.

“Steve?”

“Oh, thank God.”

“What’s wrong?”

“It’s Sarah,” Steve said. “I burned her Tether, and she, uh, she fell down the stairs, Bill.”

“Jesus.”

“She’s out cold, she needs help.”

“I’m on my way.”

“Thank you, thanks,” Steve said, but Bill had already hung up. Steve went out and got more firewood. After tending the fire, he started to pace, glancing toward his room.

This, he thought.

This was what his terrible parenting had amounted to. His kids spent more time at school and at their friends’ houses than they did at their own home. Other people influenced them way more than their parent.

Intellectually, and in practical terms, Steve knew—ever since seeing his kids playing with other kids at playgrounds and birthdays and things, watching the way kids ran around with reckless disregard for each other’s safety—that outside influences would be a formidable factor in his children’s lives. But as he’d learned from his relationship with his own mom and dad, parents usually maintained some influence, a powerful if often ignored one.

Except now, both Steve’s kids had been ripped away from him. JJ, gone to who knows where, doing God knows what. Sarah, now mentally vacant. Outside influences had been allowed to strip them away, PCo had been allowed to scrape them away, and all because Steve hadn’t exerted enough good influence in their lives. All because he was afraid to make real connections.

And it wasn’t just because he might lose them, although that concern was dominant now. It was because connected hearts tended to suffer the same severed strings. Steve could barely manage the screwed up, broken rhythms of his own heart.

Someone knocked at the front door.

Bill? Steve thought, holding his breath and listening, hearing nothing but the hiss of dead air. Already?

He hadn’t heard a car pull in. He would have heard a car. He would’ve seen its lights in the meadow.

Knock-knock-knock.

Steve peeked around the corner toward the front door. Through the skylights, he could see a child standing outside, wearing black clothing and a round yellow smiley face for a mask. The boy held a bag behind his back.

Knock-knock—

“Sorry,” Steve said, opening the door. In his pocket, his phone began to ring. “I don’t have any—”

“No treats this year, mister,” the kid said, and Steve almost recognized the voice, if not for the muffling effect of the mask.

“Hold on, just . . .” Steve held up a finger to the kid and answered the call. “Hello?”

“Yes, Mr. Gregory? This is Deputy Caruthers. I regret to inform you we found your son.”

“Regret,” Steve said.

“He’s dead, Mr. Gregory. He drowned.”

Steve didn’t say anything. For some reason, maybe because everything Graham had said about smoking and breaking covenants, Steve thought of his newborn son, his tiny premature baby in a bubble. He remembered the cold emptiness he’d felt that night, pleading up at the stars.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Gregory. We found him facedown in Ricki Lake.”

The kid in the smiley mask started snickering.

“What the hell’s going on here?” Steve said.

The kid’s hand came out from behind his back, holding, not a bag of treats, but a Tether open to some kind of app, something called Crank Prank.

Deputy Caruthers said, “He also suffered antemortem wounds from Britney Spear—”

Steve hung up, and the kid dashed away down the drive, howling with laughter and singing, “Trick or treat! Smell my sheit!” while ripping a fart.

Steve slammed the door and threw the deadbolt. He watched the kid disappear into the darkness except for his yellow smiley face, which floated, disembodied, like some sickly moon.

He heard a siren, an ambulance. Lights flashed across the little boy’s costume, making his smiley face blink on and off as the ambulance pulled to a stop at the mouth of the drive.

<Out of the way, mate> a voice blared from the ambulance’s loudspeaker. Australian, robotic, speaking over the siren. <BOOP BOOP!>

The kid aimed his Tether at the ambulance and tapped at his screen. The engine revved up to a whine.

<Hey, wait! Stop!>

The kid stepped aside, and the emergency vehicle nosed into the driveway, skidding for a second in the gravel before catching traction and picking up speed, rocketing toward Steve’s house while the kid cheered and bounced up and down.

“You little sh—” Steve said, jumping back from the sidelight. Metal and glass detonated out front, louder than a clap of lightning. The ambulance had rear-ended his car at school-crossing speeds.

One of the EMTs, obviously breaking the seatbelt law, had burst through the windshield, lodging at the shoulders, his face now cut and bleeding while he laughed and laughed like some demented hood ornament.

<Click it or ticket!> the ambulance blared through its loudspeaker, tittering robotically.

The engine chortled and stopped, and the siren cut off. The lights still flashed, gleaming in the EMT’s drool and blood. Except this man wasn’t an EMT. He wasn’t even dressed like one. In fact, the guy would’ve been wearing a smiley-face mask if the windshield hadn’t scraped it off.

The driver, also not an EMT, stumbled out with a big knot on his forehead. He helped pull his cohort out of the windshield, and then, leaning on each other for support, Deputy Caruthers and Deputy Goff, both in black clothing, limped toward Steve’s front door, grinning wider than the masks they’d left behind.

Staying out of view of the skylights, Steve backed into the kitchen toward the knives.

<Trick or treat!> the deputies said, knocking. Their lips didn’t move when they talked. Because, Steve realized, they weren’t talking with their mouths. They were talking with their Tethers.

Goff breathed against the skylight, fogging up the wet glass as he looked in. <Come on, Steve-O. We brought your daughter a treat.> His Tether sounded like a robotic Howard Stern, always with the ironic smile shaping its voice.

<Yes, mate> Caruthers’s phone said, still paired with the ambulance loudspeaker. <A real treat.>

<You just have to invite us in> Goff said.

Steve slid a chef’s knife out of the block. Nearly every member of his family had been sliced by this eight-inch blade of gleaming, high-carbon steel. Janice had lost the pad of her fingertip to it one Thanksgiving.

A hand reached up and slapped the window over the kitchen sink. Steve nearly screamed, brandishing the knife at the glass. He jumped again when someone else knocked on the big vaulted window in the front room. He looked out the kitchen window, across his side lawn.

More and more people surrounded his house, each wearing the same dark clothing and smiley face, grinning as they hammered at the glass or knocked on the exterior walls and the supports for the deck, growing louder and louder as their Tethers began to talk. People were even running around and knocking on his roof.

Knock.

<Invite us in.>

Knock-knock.

<Who’s there, Steve?>

Knock-knock-knock!

<She’ll die if you don’t.>

KNOCK!

<Damn it, Steve! Open the goddamn door!>

The faces.

All the smiling faces, all the same.

Steve thought he recognized a few of the people, their builds. That one, the pear-shaped kid, looked a lot like the Dick. And that one over there, the skinny woman with the giant chest, carried herself exactly like Deb Disney; the older lady looked like Mrs. McLean, but what did any of those differences matter? There were so many of them now, the whole town turned Pitchfork Mafia.

If they wanted in, it wouldn’t take much. They could break a window from their combined weight alone.

So why weren’t they breaking in?

The lights in the house began to flicker. Not like a power outage. More like someone flicking them on and off at the switch.

Steve ducked behind the kitchen island, afraid someone had made it into the house. But, no, even the kitchen lights were blinking, and he could see the wall switch.

In the living room, the TV turned on. Some newscast, blaring something about what someone had said on Follow (as if that were some source of news). The segment was all about how cool the new Tether was. An ad, basically. Masquerading as journalism.

The TV began to channel surf, pausing here and there on snippets of weird reality shows and vlogs, all shot on phones, except for a show called Police State, which was like Cops, recorded using Dragnet glasses. All of TV had become YouTube.

Mostly the channels revolved around beauty tips or FAIL bloopers, people falling, slipping, crashing, or getting hit in the face or the balls; cats doing funny things, like scratching up babies’ faces; people doing video confessionals about being abused as children, about abusing their own child.

In the bedroom, something shattered.

“Sarah?”

Strobing, phasing, passing through the phantasmagoria of the blinking lights, Steve ran from the kitchen, gripping the knife.

<Let us in, Steve> the Tethers said.

<We’re not here to hurt you> Goff added.

<We just want to connect.>

Steve burst into the bedroom to find an empty bed and shattered glass glittering all over the floor. A moist wind, not cold but strangely warm, blew in through the broken window, making the drapes come alive.

A few smiley faces withdrew into the dark, leaving the view of the night unobstructed. They didn’t really want in. They were just a distraction, so Sarah could escape. Steve looked out and saw Janice’s white dress fading to black.

“Sarah!” he screamed.

He ran out of the bedroom, out the front door, pushing through the smiling people, who crowded around him, touching his face, grabbing him lewdly, the women grinding against him, men too, grunting as they thrust.

<Join us, Steve.>

<Connect with us.>

<You can be happy, just like us!>

He threatened them with the knife, but they didn’t care. He cared more than they did, afraid of hurting someone, knowing that anyone he cut would be someone he knew, someone he had probably known half his life.

A knot of hands reached out. One of them held a smiley-face mask, while the others pulled the strap wide to fit around Steve’s head.

<You’ll be with your children.>

<We’re all The Provider’s children now.>

Steve cut the string off the mask and burst forward through the mob, down off his front porch.

Someone grabbed his ass, and he threw an elbow, smashing in a smiley-face mask and knocking it off. He saw too late that it was a woman, an old one. She fell to the ground, laughing, bleeding from her nose.

“Mrs. Hayworth?” Steve said, stumbling away from all the happy yellow faces turning toward him. “What the hell are you doing?”

“Oh, Stevie,” she said in her own voice, not through her Tether. “Oh my lord, I haven’t had this much fun in years!”

The other people grabbed the old schoolteacher under each arm and helped her up, helped her slide the mask back into place, and Steve was running down the driveway, escaping them all, leaving them all behind.

Out on the road, he could see Janice’s dress ahead of him. It was moving so much faster. Steve’s legs, which had started to ache from his hike up Rushmore, just couldn’t carry him fast enough, even with a new surge of adrenaline coursing through them.

One of the roads took him through town, where more of the smiley face people ran amok in the streets with their Tethers. A car whipped past Steve with no one driving it. It crashed into another car, head-on.

Near the shoe store, one smiley man was stun-gunning people with his Tether, cackling behind his mask. Steve hurried by, dodging between the other townspeople scurrying like rats through the streets.

In the O’Donald’s parking lot, a group of men stood around two fighting Rottweilers. The men were making bets on the fight using their phones. The traffic light leading into the parking lot was on the fritz, and a huge pileup of cars, trucks, and vans clogged the intersection at crazy angles. A kid stood on the corner, laughing as he controlled the lights with his Tether.

Steve had to climb into the planter along the sidewalk to get past the wrecks, and then he was following Sarah away from town, away from the lights.

In the woods along the road, he glimpsed things, those smiley-face masks in the dark. Just spots of yellow here and there, leering at him, following him, watching him from the deeper wells of night.

Thunder rumbled somewhere behind the hills, and the sky began to pour rain. Soon, Steve couldn’t even see Janice’s dress, except in distant glimpses, so faint he couldn’t be sure it wasn’t a ghost.

The rain beat at him, forcing him to blink as it blasted his face, but he pushed against it, thoroughly soaked now, his clothes heavy and tight against him. Every time he breathed, he drew in water and nearly choked.

Worse, the rain wasn’t cold, but thick and warm. Salty. Fishy. Stinging the scrapes Sarah had left on his cheek, the bite she’d left on his arm. Not like water at all; more like some bodily fluid mixed with brine. Steve spit it out, nearly vomited.

He came to an intersection and looked down each road, turning in circles. No dress.

“Sarah!” he called. After the second try, he fell silent, hoping to hear her answer.

<Sarah, Sarah!> a voice parroted from the woods.

Steve jumped back, poking the knife toward the leering dab of yellow, the floating mask in the dark.

<Heheheheh.>

He kept going, choosing to go straight. He could hear nothing but the rain hitting the pavement and rushing through the ditches. The fluid was so thick, it made a different sound than water. Like dollops of something smacking the ground. He couldn’t see anything, could barely even find the yellow lines.

Sarah was gone.

Wait, he thought. A pale shape ahead of him, standing in the road. He started toward it, blinking back the syrupy rain.

Barksdale, sopping, looking much smaller, much skinnier, like a skeleton, stood waiting for Steve.

“Where is she, boy? Where’s Sarah?”

Barksdale barked and led Steve back to the intersection. The dog took a different road this time, and Steve followed.

They went for what seemed like miles, and here and there trees and mailboxes and other landmarks swam up from the rainy abyss.

Barksdale trotted up a hill, and Steve felt the lightning before he saw it, felt the air crackle around him and the hair electrify along his arms and down the nape of his neck.

In the flash of light, Steve saw something that stole the ground right out from under him: a swelling ocean and an alien landscape unfolding, the trees not really trees at all, but diseased nerve endings, the road not a road but a sea mounting impossibly above him, a tsunami unfurling, not from the ground, but from the sky, as if gravity no longer held the brine down against the ridges and chasms and plates of the earth. In the waves, in the deeper dark of the sea, Steve thought he could see the vast shadow of tentacles rising.

The light faded and Steve braced himself, ready for the wave to pulverize him, screaming when something struck him like a fat water balloon, except it wasn’t the wave.

The thing flopped off his shoulder and plopped to the road at his feet, some kind of blob slipping away in a ditch that roared with runoff. A few more blobs smacked the ground around him, nearly bursting on impact.

Barksdale brushed his leg, and Steve grabbed the dog’s collar, letting Barks guide him through the night, where the trees were trees again and nothing else.

Finally, he could see Sarah ahead of him, just a phantom. She stepped under an awning of some kind, which sat off the road in someone’s driveway. A halogen lamp hung under the awning, casting a bright light into the static of the rain, and suddenly Steve knew where he was.

Someone stood with Sarah under the awning, a man in a tuxedo and a smiley-face mask, except this mask was different from the others, decked out with a pair of cool glasses. Sarah kissed the guy’s neck and let him wrap an arm around her waist.

“Hey!” Steve said. He stepped up to the driveway and realized, just from the guy’s build, it wasn’t Graham at all.

“Hey, buddy,” Bill said, sliding off his mask.
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Nails from a pneumatic gun. That’s what the rain sounded like, hitting the awning, pouring off the sides in molten sheets. The rain had begun to wash away even the foundation beneath Steve’s feet, in clumps of gravel.

Tiny rivers swept along sticks and floats of pine needles and other chunks of rock it had scrubbed clean from the earth. Steve had never seen it rain like this before in his life. Maybe on TV. Footage of a monsoon or hurricane.

“Hey, buddy!” Bill shouted over the flood. “Wasn’t expecting you!” He rested his mask on top of his head, revealing the blinking eye of his earwig. “Where’s our little ring bearer?”

“Huh?”

“JJ!” Bill said. “Where is he? He was supposed to come get that ring off you! Didn’t you see him?”

“Bill, what the hell’s going on?”

“So you haven’t seen him? Oh well. I see you brought the ring! Guess you’ll have to do! Seriously, though, I’m honored!”

Steve didn’t understand what that meant at first. He couldn’t comprehend what Bill was saying over the sound of his own pounding blood. He could barely feel anything at all, except how tightly he was gripping the knife.

The knife.

But then Bill’s eyes dropped to Steve’s wedding band, and Steve noticed something. Bill and Sarah, the way they were standing, facing each other like bride and groom.

Sarah held a bouquet of flowers. Snapdragons. Steve recognized the packaging. They were the same flowers Bill had left at Janice’s grave the day he’d come out of hiding.

“Sarah!” Steve said, keeping his eyes on Bill. “You’re going home. Now!” He reached for her arm, but Bill planted a hand in Steve’s chest and pushed him back.

“Not this time, buddy! You stole her before, but not again!”

Steve smacked Bill’s hand away and fended him off with the knife. “How fucking dare you? On my couch? In my house! You let me sit on that couch right next to you while you lied to my face! You were supposed to be keeping her safe, not f—”

“Look, you’ve always been jealous of us!” Bill said, with the rain shouting over him. “We’ve always had a deep connection, you always hated that! But death did you part, buddy! It breaks all covenants! In the eyes of The Provider, Janice and I are husb—”

Steve punched him.

A good, square jab to the nose.

Bill stumbled back, laughing through the blood. Steve had hoped the pain would wake him, but it didn’t. Bill was still fast asleep. Only nightmares controlled him now.

“Sarah,” Steve said, motioning for her to come.

“Stay,” Bill said.

He laid a hand on her like a leash.

Sarah glanced between Bill and her father, confused.

“She’s not a dog, for chrissakes!” Steve reached out for her arm again. “Honey, come with me! Let’s get out of this—”

Sarah, as she was yanked back, screamed, and Bill came between her and her father like some kind of demonic pop-up book. “Nope! Not this time, buddy, not again! I’m the one who’s going to give her that ring!”

Steve didn’t know what Bill was talking about, didn’t want to know. More than anyone else in this life, he had felt connected with Bill. Until now, as Bill was ripping his way out of Steve’s chest.

“Dragnet showed me!” Bill said. “You could’ve gotten her better treatment! You couldn’t afford it, though, could you? You had to turn it down. You killed her, Steve!”

“And you could’ve done so much better!” Steve said. He had been afraid to use the knife. Now all Steve wanted to do was use the knife. Not just to wake Bill up this time, but for the sake of inflicting the pain itself. Like hitting your friend back twice as hard, so he knew how it felt.

“All right, buddy, give it up!”

Bill reached out for Steve’s left hand.

Steve sliced him.

Got him across one knuckle, but not deep. Steve had probably felt it more than Bill.

No, Steve thought, backing up but not lowering the knife. This isn’t Bill, this isn’t. . . . I can’t do this.

Bill stared at his cut then shook it off. “All right, buddy, all right. If you want to play it that way.”

Steve didn’t.

“I don’t!”

Bill tapped something on his Tether, and Barksdale, growling, dripping, all teeth and bone and sopping fur, started circling the awning. Circling Steve.

“Gary Perv-o, remember him? He tried taking her from me too!” Bill said, grinning just like Sarah had grinned, a lot like Barksdale snarling now. “And you saw what happened to him, so—yeah!”

Barksdale snarled and snapped at Steve’s ankle, then continued to circle in the rain.

“Sarah,” Steve said, still hoping, still praying that the confusion he saw was her waking up. She looked around as if she didn’t know where she was or what was happening. She was shivering and clinging to Bill, she was so afraid.

Maybe if Steve kept saying her name. If you wanted someone to wake up, you just kept saying their name.

“Sarah, plea—”

“Shut up! Why do you keep calling her that?” Bill swiped at his phone, and this time when Barksdale snapped at Steve’s pants, he nipped skin.

Steve cried out.

“Don’t!” Sarah said, pulling at Bill’s arm. “Don’t hurt him! Please!”

“Let me take care of this!” Bill said. “I’m protecting you now! You’re mine to protect! That ring, it ain’t his to give! Not anymore!”

Bill traced a straight line up the screen of his phone, making Barksdale stalk toward Steve. “You gonna give it to me, or what? Huh, buddy? What’s it going to be?”

Steve was too busy backing away from Barksdale’s teeth.

“Barksdale, sit!” he said, pointing the knife. “Bad dog! Bad!”

Laughter threw Bill’s head back. “He’s always been my dog, Steve! Chain of command, old buddy, old—”

Something hit the awning, loud as a car crash. Everyone jumped and looked up at the huge dent. They flinched back when a second object hit the roof, caving it in even more above Bill’s head.

Things started to hit the gravel all around them, more of the clear things Steve had seen before. In the light, he could make out translucent tentacles trailing off each gelatinous mound. He couldn’t believe what he was seeing—until an octopus hit the ground. It burst, tentacles writhing, contracting, suctioning up bits of rock.

More and more sea creatures hit the aluminum roof, the gravel. Steve could even hear them hitting the nearby house, thudding against its shingles, cracking plywood. Jellyfish, octopi, all manner of fish, even from the deep sea. Steve thought he saw a barreleye coming down with a waterfall, its green alien eyes glowing inside its glass head before shattering all over the road to get washed away.

With a snarl, Barksdale leapt at Steve’s throat. Steve managed to block with his arm, but landed on his back in the gravel. Barksdale lit on his chest, all eighty pounds of him.

Steve couldn’t breathe.

The fall had blown the wind right out of him.

Snarling, growling, dripping water into Steve’s eyes, Barksdale tore at his arm, shredding the jacket, ripping the skin. Steve couldn’t shake him off, couldn’t tell him to stop. All he could manage was a wheeze.

He didn’t want to do it, hated to do it. He loved Barksdale to death, loved him almost as much as he loved his kids. But Steve had no choice.

He jammed the knife into Barksdale’s side, feeling it scrape bone and lodge sideways between the dog’s ribs, feeling hot blood bubbling up out of the black patch of wet fur.

Barksdale barley yipped, barely even let up on Steve’s forearm. But something changed in the shepherd’s eyes. The predacious glint had dulled, as if the pain had caused some deep part of him to register what he was doing, as if he knew this wasn’t quite right.

“Stop!” Sarah screamed, striking Bill’s shoulder and the side of his face with the snapdragons. Purple blooms broke off the stems, their blue and yellow mouths agape in silent screams. Sarah was so much smaller than Bill, it was like a weed striking a boulder. “I’m not my mom, I’m not!”

Barks let go of Steve’s arm, whimpering and perking his ears toward Sarah.

“Sic him!” Bill said, tapping at his Tether. “Fetch his goddamn hand!”

Barksdale looked down at Steve, somewhere between a growl and a whimper.

He’s fighting it, Steve thought. Whatever Bill was doing, Barks was fighting it.

Steve’s diaphragm released, and he drew in a sharp breath, only to release it in a hiss from all the pain.

“Stop!” Sarah said. “You’re killing him! You’re—”

Bill elbowed her aside, and Sarah fell with a cry. This time Barksdale yapped. He sounded just like Sarah. Hurt. Surprised. He stepped off Steve, shaking the water off, shaking off the confusion.

“Sic him, you filthy mongrel! Kill—”

Bill didn’t have time to guard his throat. Barksdale pounced. Muscles solid and rippling beneath his wet coat, the dog hit Bill’s chest, and Bill staggered back, trying to keep his footing.

Barksdale dangled there, canines locked deep in Bill’s throat, his paws planted in Bill’s chest. There was a wet ripping sound, and Bill fell with a phlegmy, undignified squawk.

Cradling his damaged arm, Steve climbed to his feet. He saw something glowing. Bill’s Tether, lying there in the gravel. Steve ran over, smashed his heel into the screen, then kicked the vile thing out into the rain.

With a torn, gurgling roar, Bill reached up and grabbed the knife sticking out of Barksdale’s ribcage, driving it in farther, twisting it, grinding the blade against the bone before dragging it down and opening up Barksdale’s side.

The shepherd let out a ragged yawp and fell to the ground. Bill tried to sit up, clutching his ruined throat, his face splashed with blood and his earwig still blinking.

Twisting, biting at the hilt of the knife, Barksdale ran out into the rain as if trying to escape the thing buried deep in his lung. He slowed as he went, losing energy, losing blood. It flowed out in sheets as each new surge was immediately washed away, now equal parts rain.

Bill made a sound, something between a cough and a curse. His throat looked like a sloppy joe.

“Bill!” Steve said, rushing over, still cradling his arm. He struggled out of his jacket and pressed it against Bill’s wound, trying to stop the blood from pumping out. He raked away the earwig from Bill’s ear, and Bill struggled to speak, coughing up red and pink.

“Don’t!” Steve said. “Just hang in there, buddy, I’ve got you!”

“I’m sorry,” Bill managed. “It wasn’t, I couldn’t . . .”

“I know,” Steve said. “I know, just . . .” His head whipped around. “Sarah?”

Lying with her upper body in the rain, unconscious but face up (thank God), Sarah rested with her head in a channel carved by the flood. Janice’s dress lay matted but flowing around with the runoff.

Barksdale dragged his own failing body over a pile of shattered crabs and through the guts of an exploded eel, collapsing finally at Sarah’s side, intent on protecting her, even to his dying breath. He licked her hand.

The sudden streams and creeks started to push everything downhill. The gravel, the sea creatures. Sarah’s snapdragons. Increasingly bigger limbs and rocks.

Things had started to dam up behind Barksdale, working to whisk him away too.

Sarah’s upper body started to float.

“Hold this!” Steve said, pressing Bill’s hand against the jacket. He reached over and dragged Sarah all the way under the awning, onto what little dry land remained.

Still breathing, he thought.

But choking.

From breathing in water.

She cleared her airway and breathed easy again.

“They wanted it,” Bill said, holding something up in his bloody hand. His other hand had fallen away from the compress. Steve reapplied the jacket to the deep gashes and tears. “Don’t let them, don’t . . .”

“Please!” Steve said. “Take it easy! Just—SARAH!”

Coughing, Bill thrust the keychain into Steve’s hand. “My garage, it’s in my . . .” Slowly, Bill’s focus softened and his gaze drifted up to the halogen lamp, which reflected brightly in his washed-out blue eyes. “Huh.”

“Bill?” Steve said. “Don’t you dare! Don’t you leave me too! Bill?” He snapped his fingers in front of his friend’s eyes, which had gone wide and terrified.

“Oh God, Steve, he’s calling me, he’s in the garden and I. . . . Oh dear God, I’m so . . .” Bill sucked in a sharp, ragged breath, which came out as a trembling sigh, sodden and heavy and partly escaping from his neck, as if finishing the sentence was one of the hardest things Bill would ever have to do.

He never did.

Bill just stared into the light. Steve beat his deflated chest and screamed at him that it was all right, he forgave him, goddamn it, please just don’t leave him here alone!

Deaf to it all, and unfeeling, the flood continued to break away the rock foundation beneath his knees.



* * *



JJ’s hoodie clung and shivered against him, afraid to be washed away with the wind and rain.

He stood atop the bowl of cars in the Martian’s junkyard, staring at the hidden coins where he’d left Marvin’s body—where Bill had left his body.

JJ remembered vividly how that had felt, killing Marv with someone else’s hands. He flexed his fingers now, dripping rain. He had blood on his hands. Not in reality. Virtual blood.

The boy behind the screen had Marvin’s blood all over his hands, and JJ couldn’t wash it off. His real hands felt stained. This rain now, thick and warm; the blood never seemed to dry.

Now, instead of Marvin’s body, the fortune was littered with the corpses of anglerfish and pink fish with fins like hands and feet.

Water had begun to build up on the backside of the cars, dammed by all the loose change; leaks had burst out the far slope, washing away loonies, toonies, nickels, and dimes.

JJ looked down at the earwig blinking in his palm. He had seen what had happened to Sarah when their dad burned her phone. He had watched her drop off the network.

For JJ, being connected was like having compound eyes. Except instead of seeing the same thing repeated in each cell, he saw through someone else’s perspective.

Instead of his own feelings and his own thoughts, he saw and felt everything through everyone else, as if each person connected to The Provider was just another extension of himself, his own body. An arm. A leg. Like he was an endless centipede coiled around the earth. And when his heart beat, it beat a few billion times.

Sarah’s cell in JJ’s insectile vision had gone dark.

So had Bill’s.

The Provider could no longer see them, could no longer see into their minds, couldn’t feel what they felt when their lips touched. The flood of lust, fear, and joy. And shame. Confusion and disgust. Most of all, guilt.

No matter how tethered you were to The Provider, no matter how strong the signal, it couldn’t totally silence the better parts of you, the parts that know the difference between right and wrong. It just brought out the darker parts, the rotten parts. The truer parts. The flesh of us, the parts that the good in us tries to cut out. But the rotten parts never change. No matter how much you live in the spirit, the flesh is always there, always hungry and infecting everything.

JJ could see that now, with the earwig no longer able to whisper into his ear.

The flesh is the worm.

Below the ring of cars, the ground began to shake, sifting the top layer of coins, which rattled and clinked. JJ stepped back from the bank.

It was happening.

The true Cracked Rock.

The Uncanny Valley.

Graham had told him this would happen. Everything was about to be exposed for what it truly was. The false front was falling, the membrane thinning. Cracks revealed everything now. Cracks in everything.

The water, the fluid, had washed open one of these cracks, directly beneath the Martian’s coins. With an odd beautiful sound, like hundreds of thousands of angels singing, the treasure began to swirl around and down like a whirlpool, like an hourglass, bright and harmonizing into the earth.

JJ stepped forward to throw in his earwig. His Tether, too. To cut himself loose, to blind all his other eyes. To cut off his trillions of arms and legs.

He raised his hand but found he couldn’t release. His flesh screamed at him not to.

You need me, it said.

You want me.

And the truth was, he did.

JJ wanted to feel guilty.

Everyone did, secretly, he thought. Like some repentance for benediction. Some secret hair shirt worn beneath the flesh. JJ’s blood craved it, clawed at the walls of his veins to get at it. Because in some twisted way he believed that, to be saved, you first had to be lost.

Marvin’s loose change had almost completely drained now, nothing but pocket change. A few stacks of cars on the far bank slid down, too, and the sinkhole swallowed them whole until there was just a deep black cavity in the earth.

JJ came very close to jumping into the void. Just to end it, just to end this miserable life. The pleasure and pain, and the endlessness of it. He didn’t want to see what Graham had foretold, nor the things Mini Mark had shown him when JJ had visited him in the burn ward, the things in Buttcrack Rock.

The Calling.

The Sacrifice.

The Coming of The Provider.

Mini Mark’s Portal to the End.

JJ wanted nothing to do with it. Then his leg buzzed, and he didn’t know how he could live without it. Without being connected. Without guilt.

A figure stood on the cars across the hole from him. It was Graham, sort of. The real Graham. A tall man in a narrow suit, his face blurred by rain.

Graham was calling someone on an old black phone.

JJ put in his earwig and said, What’s up?
  


LONG DISTANCE
 

 


“In God we trust; all others must bring data.”

<QOTD W. Edwards Deming>

 


“It’s the emptiest and yet the fullest of all human messages: Goodbye.”

—Kurt Vonnegut

 


 

  


 CHAPTER 45
 

 


Bill chucked the hammer. It bounced off the sliding glass door, and he and Steve roared.

It had started with a claw hammer to the drywall and had ended with a gutted basement, gutted to the studs. They had decided, spur of the moment, to remodel the space. It’s how Bill did most of his home improvements.

A wheelbarrow, heaped with a load of debris, sat outside where Bill eventually wanted to brick in a patio.

“It didn’t even . . . barely left a mark,” Steve said, studying the glass.

“Fuggin’ thing.” Bill picked up his fourth beer. “Fourth or . . . eighth?”

“My turn,” Steve said and snatched up the hammer from the subfloor. He cocked his arm, squinted an eye, and stuck out his tongue.

“Gonna miss.”

“Heh,” Steve said, but slightly adjusted his aim. And his tongue.

“Wait!” Bill said as Steve hurled the hammer.

It hit the glass, which jounced and vibrated in its frame.

“What?” Steve said.

Bill shrugged. “Iuhhno, just wanted to mess you up.”

They laughed, shaking their heads and sipping beers, realizing that, yep, they both saw, not just one sliding glass door, but two. Three, at some points. That’s what had given Bill the idea.

“Rip out the old door, install something like you see when you’re drunk.” Bill’s exact words. Abstract enough for Steve. And it included the word “drunk.”

Double glass floor-to-ceiling windows, flanking two sliding glass doors—that was the plan. The doors would meet in the middle when closed, sealing against a load-bearing post.

Open? Their glass would align with the windows, so you could still see the valley through multiple panes of glass. “It’ll look like a painting,” Bill said. He was always saying that. His view wasn’t a view, it was a painting.

“So where’s Diane?” Steve asked. Bill had been seeing her a couple months now.

“Who gives a shit?” Bill said, picking up the hammer.

If beer was the reason they were remodeling, Diane was the reason they were drinking. Bill always found something wrong with his girlfriends.

Steve stroked his chin and considered the glass. “What if you just . . .”

Bill, nodding, mouth full of beer, picked up the hammer. He walked over to the sliding glass door, reared back his arm, and then, with a light tap, he shattered the glass.

He and Steve looked at each other, then sprayed beer everywhere. They cheered, smashed their cans in a toast, and took a quick pee break out in the woods.



* * *



Wind and rain whipped at the trees as Steve cradled Sarah uphill toward Bill’s.

The Sun Dial loomed above them, its windows brightly lit. They were so obscured by rain, it was as if Steve were peering through leaded glass.

“Almost there!”

Sarah’s wet dress smacked him in the face. It was so wet, so inundated by wind and rain, Steve began to drown. Coughing, cursing, waterboarded, he shook his head and blew the dress away from his nose and mouth.

He tried to heft his daughter, tried to get a better grip, but his shoulders ached. His arm hurt like a son of a bitch, and his legs . . .

It wasn’t bad enough Steve had hiked up to the presidents’ heads. Now he was wading against a foot of swift runoff, carrying an average-sized seventeen-year-old girl.

The water had scraped all the gravel from Bill’s driveway and was eroding the hard-packed earth underneath. Someone, someday, in some valley miles away, would find it, a rich deposit of trash and debris from Cracked Rock.

“Almost—”

Steve tripped. A root or something, exposed by the rain. He and Sarah splashed down. Limbs and rocks and dead fish bashed into them, and the water tried to whisk Sarah away.

It had washed Bill away. Barksdale, too. A big crack had opened to the dark. It had swallowed them, along with the awning. The hanging halogen light had whipped around like an anglerfish luring prey into the deep before its cord pulled tight and pulled out.

Steve held on to his daughter and tried to lift her. He didn’t want the water, didn’t want the flood to wash his daughter into the crack.

Something fat, something gelatinous and lined with stingers, slapped his hand. Steve cried out, flinging away the jellyfish, which clung to his skin for a second like a ball of snot.

Grimacing, Steve hugged Sarah under her arms and hoisted her out of the stream. He didn’t have enough strength to cradle her. Not again. His arms felt like jellyfish tentacles, and his hand felt coated in stinging fire ants suspended in hot grease. So he towed her, letting her heels drag in the stream.

The Sun Dial sat higher on the hill than Bill’s walk-out basement, but it ended up being easier to reach. The lower patio, which was closer, was flooded. The stairs leading down to it formed a series of waterfalls, and Steve was afraid of taking Sarah down them. He was afraid of dropping her and cracking her head on the exposed aggregate, afraid of losing her to the rapids.

He hauled her up to the French doors and laid her down, then tried Bill’s keys in the door. Except they weren’t Bill’s house keys. There were only two on the ring, and one of them had a big rubber grip with some letters stamped into it: US.

On his porch, Bill kept a huge ornamental agate on display. Steve used it to shatter one of the sidelights and let himself in. Sarah’s wedding gown left a mop trail on the hardwood floor as he pulled her across the Dial. Steve, on the other hand, left drops of blood.

As gently as he could, he half laid her, half dropped her on Bill’s huge leather couch. He didn’t want to think about this, didn’t want to think about anything that had happened tonight, but Steve couldn’t stop his mind as the leather creaked. He had too big an imagination. He could clearly see Bill laying Sarah down on this same creaky couch, coming in to share her smile.

Pain. Pain was the only thing that purified Steve’s thoughts. He focused on that. Physical pain was so much easier to deal with.

Sarah’s hair looked ropy, ratty, but she looked okay. Pale, but breathing. The pulse in her neck, rapid but steady. No new wounds. Just some bruising from their fight over the Tether. Just the blisters burst on her hands.

Steve assessed his own hand, the burning red stings. He grimaced at his bitten forearm, the tears, the puncture wounds, gleaming with the snot of the rain.

Barksdale had held back, thank God. Something in the dog—instinct, loyalty—had kept him from sinking fang to bone. He’d bled Steve pretty thoroughly, though.

The jellyfish sting. Was it pee that . . .?

Don’t be an idiot.

Steve went to Bill’s kitchen, grabbed some vinegar and dumped it over the sting into the sink.

Outside the window, the wind howled till trees whipped around. This weather. Steve had heard of it raining fish before. Tornadoes. Hurricanes. Strong winds could suck up aquatic life and fling it hundreds of miles. But this rain was marine life. Montana was two whole states away from the nearest ocean. Three, in the southwest.

Pungent, reeking, but not as badly stung, Steve went to Bill’s bathroom. A woodsy-colored hand towel hung near the beveled mirror. Steve pressed it against the dog bites with one hand while he opened the cupboards.

Gauze, medical tape, an antibiotic cream, tweezers—he grabbed a bunch of supplies, then stared for a second at the sink. The fun part, he thought, catching himself in the mirror.

Bill paid someone to keep things clean. A local lady. She kept things pretty ship-shape, but this morning Bill must have left this toothpaste spatter on the mirror.

His last toothpaste spatter.

In the mirror behind the splat of Crest, Steve looked like a drowned, terrified rat. He almost lost it. Almost admitted it to himself right then and there, but he didn’t.

God, he’d helped put in these fixtures.

Pain, Steve reminded himself.

Setting everything aside, he turned on the faucet and ran his forearm under the tap to clean it out. “Holy f—”



* * *



Steve sat on the couch next to Sarah, smoothing over the medical tape that held the bandages on his arm. He had popped a few of the pain pills he’d brought for Sarah, and they were starting to take effect.

Sarah moaned and turned over on the couch. Steve had blotted her as dry as he could with one of Bill’s towels, but she was sweating.

His head whipped toward one of the side windows, toward a deep groaning, cracking sound outside, followed by a huge thwump that rattled the house.

Tree? Steve thought.

Bill had clear-cut and terraced the slope in front of his house. He had opened up a beautiful panorama, but behind the Sun Dial, huge old growth climbed the hill. One of the giants must have fallen next to the house. Steve couldn’t tell how close. Everything beyond the windows of the Dial washed by in a liquid black. Rain pounded away on the roof, and the wind was so waterlogged it sounded like waves.

On top of everything, the power had gone out. Bill’s backup generator had kicked on, but Steve had shut off the lights. Not to conserve fuel. A house like Bill’s, with such a great view of the valley, shone like a beacon at night.

After a while of cocking an ear toward the broken skylight, listening to the rain plop down like pads of fat, Steve began to nod off. The pills. They were numbing everything.

He got up and went to the kitchen for coffee. He needed to remain vigilant, he knew that. He also didn’t want to dream, didn’t want his mind subconsciously working through everything he’d suffered that night.

Using his phone as a flashlight, Steve opened the cabinets in the kitchen and frowned. Usually, Bill kept the normal stuff: cereal, spaghetti noodles, canned food, maybe some whey protein. Steve pushed aside a few bottles of whiskey to see if maybe there was something else behind them.

Nope.

Every cupboard he opened. . . . The lower cabinets held pots and pans, but everything else—the pantry, the refrigerator, even the freezer—they all clinked with bottles of booze.

This here, this wasn’t Bill. Sure, Bill drank, but this? This was madness. This was The Phone Company.

All of it, Steve thought, tempering himself from throwing every last one of these bottles through Bill’s windows. What good would it do? Bill was dead.

“A lot,” Steve said. He got a dark thought and wiped at his mouth. These bottles. His pills.

Sarah groaned again, holding her belly and constricting into a fetal position on the couch.

No, Steve thought, shutting the refrigerator hard enough to make the bottles clatter. He’d felt this darkness before. It would pass. He just had to keep busy, and it would pass. He’d dealt with this before.

For a long time he stood over Sarah, watching her sweat and toss and turn, clutching at her stomach. She’s what’s important now, he thought. Sarah, and pain.

Steve put a hand to her forehead. Fever. Runny nose. It could have been the flu, but he doubted it. Her health had taken a hit the moment he’d burned her Tether.

Ibuprofen, he thought.

For the fever.

Back in the bathroom, Steve found half a bottle, along with some acetaminophen. He took them both. He looked for a thermometer, but couldn’t find one.

“Sarah, sit up.” Steve propped up her head and worked his way underneath her onto the couch. Her head now lay in his lap. He’d set two pills and a glass of water on the coffee table. “Sarah.”

She trembled and moaned and tried to turn away. She wasn’t waking up enough.

“Sarah, just . . . don’t fight me.” He stuck the pills in her mouth, and she bit at him. Out of a dead sleep, she snapped. He barely got his fingers out.

She moaned and fell back asleep.

Steve could see the pills still in her mouth. When he thought it was safe, he poured in a little water. Sarah swallowed, coughed, and slumped back on his lap.

He didn’t know what else to do.

Sit here, wait out the freaking monsoon.

Then what?

Guns, Steve thought.

Whatever else he decided, he’d need guns.

He went downstairs to the basement, which Bill had converted to a den. A bedroom and a bathroom sat on each side. Bill had done a lot of work on his house, improving it a little each year till he was sitting on half a million, in the right market. Steve had done a bit of the work himself.

He found the gun safe in Bill’s room. Bill’s key ring didn’t seem to have the emergency override key on it, so Steve tried a few different codes, like Bill’s birthday. Nothing cracked the safe.

Janice’s, he thought and punched it in.

Didn’t work.

Steve searched Bill’s room for the key or anything else. He checked the sock drawer, rummaged through the closet, ran a hand along the top shelf. He found an old Polaroid camera up there, a backpack, and a few boxes. He pulled down each box.

Nothing useful. Mementos, mostly. A gold belt buckle depicting a golden duck, which Bill’s grandfather had won shooting skeet. A box of stuff Steve didn’t want to know about, complete with a pair of fuzzy handcuffs. And a shoebox full of old Polaroids.

One of the pictures caught Steve’s eye.

Pain, he thought, gritting his teeth, but no matter how much pain he willed upon himself, he couldn’t stop from focusing on the photograph of Sarah floating naked in the deep blue quarry. She didn’t even know she was being photographed, the creep. He had taken it from above, on one of the steep cliffs and . . .

Wait, Steve thought. He flipped the photo and checked the caption on the back.

This wasn’t Sarah. This was actually the day Rat had stolen Janice’s clothes. Steve remembered that. He didn’t remember Bill taking a picture, though. God, she and Sarah really did look alike.

There were more old photos. Bill and Steve climbing trees. Janice with a snapdragon in her hair, standing on the deck of this very house, the old deck, the one that used to be here back when Bill’s folks owned the place. Pictures of their old friends like Mick, who later died fighting fires.

Steve also found a letter. Handwritten. Folded, as if hand-delivered as well. Steve recognized the penmanship. It was younger, but it was the same. An elegant print with just a wisp of cursive.

He dropped the letter, unfolded, into the box.

This wasn’t right.

Going through Bill’s things.

He went through mine, Steve thought, thinking of Dragnet, thinking of Sarah. Bill had violated more than Steve’s privacy. He’d violated Steve’s trust.

Screw him, he thought and opened the note. Janice must have sent it to him back in high school.

 


Dear Bill,

Thank you for the letter. Remember those old days where we used to do that?! Write each other letters?! We were such goofy kids.

 


No, Steve thought, letting the major fold of the note flap closed. He blinked at the ceiling, conjuring the pain through the numbing barrier of painkillers.

Bill hadn’t hurt Steve at all. He kept forgetting that. It was PCo that had turned Steve’s loved ones into masks. This letter, though, in response to whatever Bill had written to Janice—this predated The Phone Company. Steve’s memory of Bill was already screwed up enough.

Lovingly, he folded the note and put everything back into the box on the closet shelf. Looking for survival gear was one thing. He rifled quickly through Bill’s nightstands, stared at the gun safe one last time, then left.

Then came right back.

Steve grabbed the backpack and fuzzy handcuffs, but that was it. Whatever Janice had said in that letter, Steve already knew. She’d chosen him.

On the couch, Sarah had stopped moaning. Steve touched her forehead and thought her temperature had gone down. She looked fast asleep. Good, he thought. He had one more thing to do.

The fuzzy handcuffs came with a key. Steve pulled Sarah’s arm down to the foot of the couch, but hesitated with the cuffs, staring at the pink fuzz, imagining all the ways Bill could have used these, and on whom.

Steve ripped the pink fuzz off the bracelets. He popped open the footrest on the couch and cuffed his daughter to the mechanism beneath.

Just in case.

A laundry room led to a door into the attached garage. Steve opened it and took the first step down, flipping on the light. He stopped on the steps when he saw.

Bags.

Hundreds upon hundreds of bags, cartons, and cups from O’Donald’s littering the entire garage. Mixed in, he saw stale french fries and bits of unfinished burgers. The whole place reeked of old grease, fetid meat, and motor oil. It was as if this past month all Bill had eaten was fast food.

Parked in the middle of it all was, not Bill’s jeep, but the USCONN moving van.

Steve fished the key ring out of his pocket. Bill, bleeding to death on the driveway, had told him something. Steve couldn’t remember what, he’d been so terrified, so wretched, so deafened by the storm.

It’s in my garage, Bill had said.

Steve singled out the key with the letters stamped into the grip: US.

He waded out through the pool of O’Donald’s trash and unlocked the back of the van. He took a deep breath and rolled up the door.

One summer when Steve was young, his mother’s outdoor freezer had gotten unplugged and no one had noticed until it started to stink. Steve had been the one who’d opened it. A cloud of mold spores and stink had belched in his face, so foul he’d puked. Opening the USCONN van was a lot like opening that freezer. He retched and looked in again.

If not for the tie-dyed shirt and remaining Birkenstock, he might not have recognized Marvin Jones. Bloated, liquefying, leaking a green liquid.

Steve retched up bile this time.

Marvin lay tucked between five fifty-gallon drums. Steve spotted the bundle of dynamite, wired to an old cell phone sort of like his, maybe a bit newer. Disposable. Probably pay-as-you-go. A burner, Steve thought.

So this was what Bill was talking about. This bomb. Marvin had built it. PCo had confiscated it. Why?

Steve couldn’t look at this anymore, couldn’t stomach the sight of Marvin. He shut the back and locked it, then opened the cab of the van.

On the passenger part of the bench seat, he found a notebook filled with scribbled notes on how to operate the fertilizer bomb. Steve recognized Marv’s handwriting, with Bill’s own notes scribbled in the margins.

“Chuck says relay the vibrating motor to the blasting cap,” Marvin wrote. Steve frowned at that.

Hadn’t Bill said something about this? About how Marvin believed his dead son could talk to him? Apparently, Chuck could relay instructions from The
Anarchist Cookbook as well.

“WARNING: Chuck says unplug relay before powering on. Phone vibrates on boot-up. Could go badly.”

Next to that, Bill had doodled an explosion, captioned, “Chuck says KABLOOM!”

On the front of the notebook, Bill had scrawled the phone number for the detonator.

No indication of what Marv had been targeting, though. No clue about what he’d been planning to blow up. All Steve knew was that The Phone Company would come looking for this.

Bill had said they had Marvin killed because he was planning something. This bomb, for whatever target it was intended, scared The Phone Company. And if PCo was scared, that meant they had a weakness.

Curious, Steve checked the van’s glove compartment. Inside, he found a flashlight and two pairs of binoculars; one was the novelty flask he’d given Bill. They’d gotten drunk more than a few times out of that thing. They’d looked pretty conspicuous at more than one funeral.

“Oh, man,” Steve said, taking the flask. Suddenly the physical pain wasn’t enough.



* * *



Wiping at his eyes, Steve came back through the laundry room and checked on Sarah.

“Oh my God, are you all right?” he said, hurrying to her side. She had fallen to the hardwood floor and was jerking at the handcuff manacling her to the footrest of the couch.

Shaking, sweating, wincing from cramps, Sarah glared at him. “I hate you. Hate.”

Steve nodded, sniffed, tried to keep a neutral face. He nodded again, this time more firmly. “We can’t stay here,” he said, putting the medical supplies and pills into the backpack.

“Why?” Sarah said. “Can’t stand the fact you murdered your best friend? And Mom! And now you’re stealing from him?”

Steve stopped and stared at her. Knives, he thought, going for the kitchen.

“As soon as the storm stops,” Steve began.

And then it did.
  


 CHAPTER 46
 

 


At a conference one time, over chicken pilaf, a science instructor from Burnt County Community College had told Steve the tale of the haunted soap dispensers.

In Tasha’s labs after hours, someone would sneak in and trigger the soap hung next to the sinks. They’d pump out so much, the soap would foam, run, and drip onto the floor.

“Totally ruined the cabinets,” Tasha said. “Wood? Overnight? Exposed to that much soap? They warped.”

“I bet.”

“I complained to Dave. You know what he told me? To get off my soapbox.”

Steve nearly spit up beer. “Hah!” Dave was Tasha’s department head, and they’d always had differences. “He really told you that?” Steve asked. “Heh. That’s almost glib.”

“It’s totally glib!

“Dave’s not usually glib.”

“No! Not at all! He said if I’d wanted new cabinets, I could’ve just done like his wife and ask!”

Steve laughed. Everyone at dinner was carrying on, having a good time at their own table, using up the tickets for free drinks. Even the loud ones glanced at Steve.

“Then one night when I was all alone,” Tasha said, “in that big old building all by myself, I heard the soap dispensers. You know, ZZT ZZT!”

“What? Oh my God.”

“Yeah.”

Up on the third floor of the education center where Tasha worked, it could be a spooky place at night. The freeway bridge ran parallel to it, at the same height as her office and lab. Every time a truck went by, the upper floors thrummed and filled with lights. “You know how trucks make that lonely sound,” Tasha had said.

Well, there she was, grading lab results late at night when—“Zzt! Zzt!” The buzz of the four soap dispensers going off all at once.

“Ghosts is what I thought,” Tasha said.

“Never believed in ’em.” Steve sipped his porter and took another bite. Mmm. Good pilaf. Good beer.

“But my next thought was, who the hell’s in this building with me? Who else would be there that late at night? But there it was again.”

<ZZT ZZT!>

And the lonely sound of trucks.

Steve felt a chill.

“You know what it was?”

Psycho killer? All a dream? Steve had no clue.

“Those things aren’t really motion sensors,” Tasha said.

“Wha . . .?”

“Yeah, they’re more like shadow detectors. Put your hand up there, it throws a shadow. Pull it away, and let there be light.”

“Wow,” Steve said. “So it was the semis?”

“Yeah. All through the night. Driving by, ruining our cabinets, making everyone feel lonely. And you want to know what?”

“What.”

“They’re probably some the same trucks that delivered our new cabinets!”

“Hah!” Steve said. “Along with bar soap.”

Tasha laughed this time, and, touching his arm, finished her third glass of wine.



* * *



Bill’s Sun Dial filled with dawn. Steve had said they were going to leave as soon as the storm stopped, and just like that, the clouds parted and the sun came up. Even though it was supposed to be no later than midnight on All Hallows’ Eve.

Steve checked the clock on his cell. It always used to sync with the network; it kept good time, usually.

Today the digital numerals on the phone formed symbols he didn’t recognize: a little box that looked like half an eight or the bottom half of a six; a straight line; a dash; a zero without a bottom. In a blink, the numerals switched back to normal.

“They’ll come for me,” Sarah said, smiling out at the new Burnt Valley of huge sinkholes, lakes, and mudslides.

The trees closest to Bill’s place had all uprooted. The smaller ones had been carried off downhill.

“They’ll come for their virgin queen.”

Steve crept over to Bill’s huge vaulted window and stared at the valley.

He almost didn’t recognize it. His hometown, the place he’d lived his entire life—where he’d fallen in love and had lost his love and had raised their kids alone—the whole town had been replaced overnight with an alien landscape. Everything glistened with the membranes and snot of the storm. Huge, ropy strands of green stuff, like kelp, had been threaded through the valley.

The houses visible from this distance looked torn apart, timbers exposed, roofs torn off. Some of them had washed down the hill, or had fallen into the cracks—like a rolling, fissured expanse of serpentine rock, the valley was riven with cracks.

Steve thought that maybe he and Sarah should stay. Maybe there wasn’t anywhere else to go and Bill’s was the safest. It certainly didn’t look safe out there beyond the window. Who knew in what condition he’d find the roads? Washed out? Trees lying across them? Maybe even ships blocking the way?

Sarah laughed and moaned and curled up, shivering. “They’ll come,” she said. She tried to say it again, but shuddered.

Steve’s phone beeped. Low battery. His charge usually lasted a long time. After the first warning, he typically had an hour or two left. He shut the phone off to conserve power.

He couldn’t stay. If The Phone Company knew as much as he suspected, if they had as much power as he feared. . . . He at least had to hide the bomb. But he couldn’t parade the thing down Main Street, couldn’t just . . .

His eyes snapped to the mountain, to a dirt line running along its flank. Steve traced the logging road down to the old ruined ramparts of HMS, which the storm had made visible. The citadel, like most citadels, sat on a hill. Steve couldn’t be absolutely sure, but it looked as if the storm had mostly rushed around it.

He traced the logging road again, mentally mapping it. All along the mountain and down into the valley, a system of BLM roads coursed, and Bill’s property connected into the grid. He used logging roads to maintain his back acreage, pulling out trees, burning brush, shooting the shit with the boys.

Steve, Bill, and the gang had messed around on those roads their entire lives. Hiking. Driving 4x4s. Shooting shotguns into trees, banks, and whole pyramids of cans. Nearly every piece of property in Cracked Rock had an old road running behind it, if only to service the telephone lines.

And they were all connected.

“I’ll be back,” Steve said. With the backpack, he went out and climbed into the USCONN van. Bill had clipped his garage door opener to the visor. Steve punched the button and started to back out.

Easier this way, he thought. Sarah was closer to the carport than she was to the garage. Steve would pull around like some chauffeur and escort her out to the . . .

“Holy shit!”

The van went skidding for a second in blood and entrails as Steve slammed on his brakes.

In the mirror, he could see the burst midsection of a killer whale lying in Bill’s driveway. The orca’s belly had popped on impact, and now the driveway was awash in chum. At least it hadn’t blocked the driveway.

Driving over a few big chunks, Steve pulled into the carport and propped open the passenger door.

“Get your hands off me!” Sarah said as he uncuffed her and scooped her off Bill’s couch. “Killer. Thief! Blasphemer.”

He had expected her to fight him, but despite her protests, Sarah had no strength to resist. Her claws came up to rake out his eyes, only for her arms to fall away like old shoelaces. Even her objections were breathless.

Grimacing at the pains in his arms and back, Steve carried his daughter out of the house. All the way to the van, she spat nasty things in his face.



* * *



“I’ll bite your fffffingers off iffff you don’t stop,” Sarah said, trembling. Looking at her, one would think the van was icy cold, but it was actually hot. Cold as hell outside, cold as space, but the sun poured right through the windshield.

Sarah’s hands hung cuffed from the oh-shit handle above the window. She barely had enough energy to hold herself up.

As much as he wanted to avoid his daughter biting off all his fingers, Steve kept tuning the radio, searching for a signal but finding only static and dead air.

Every now and again in the static, he heard a voice and tried to hone in. Sometimes he’d hear a whole gathering of voices, whispering amongst themselves, conspiring, sometimes shouting. Sometimes he thought he heard them talking about JJ or Graham. But each time Steve tuned in, the voices quieted down and became static. He’d lose reception.

“I’ll fffff, I’ll . . .”

Sarah trailed off into a sob. She kept making faces, as if she were getting gored in the belly. Then the pain would relent and she’d collapse into a sigh.

Steve maneuvered the van around some deep ruts in the logging road, now clogged with sticks and dead flounder, and maybe a purple starfish. He grimaced; in back, his sensitive cargo sloshed and wobbled around.

Could they detonate?

No, he thought. He remembered this. Oklahoma City. That type of fuel-fertilizer mix needed a detonator, a huge blast.

The dynamite should do nicely, he thought.

Steve flashed to the tie-dyed thing back there and wondered how beat up it was getting. Even Marvin didn’t deserve that kind of disrespect.

After the ruts, the road evened out, and Steve went back to searching the FM band.

“I know you,” Sarah said from near sleep. She looked practically passed out, talking just under her breath. “I know . . . all about the cigarettes. And the drugs. And Tasha.”

Steve’s hand stopped on the radio.

“I know,” Sarah said. “It’s all, it’s . . .” She started to cry, started to twist. “You’re no better than me,” she said, and then the knife started goring her again. “Daddy? Daddy? Please, Daddy, it’s ringing. Please let me pick it up. Please.”

Sarah’s face softened, and she trailed off, dangling limp from the handcuffs, completely passed out.

Thank God, Steve thought.

She hadn’t stopped insulting him since they’d left, spewing a laundry list of all Steve’s past transgressions, a litany of his sins. Every cheat, every lie he’d ever been caught in all the way back to when he was a child. Like copying Peggy Peden’s geography test, or spray-painting the gym teacher’s car. Every mean thing he’d ever done that someone else could’ve known about, Sarah knew now as well. But she didn’t know why he’d done them, the reasons behind his choices. PCo always seemed to leave that part out.

The whole way, Steve found himself thinking, When in the hell is she going to shut up? And then she did. And he felt bad. From the smell and the liquid drizzling off the seat, she’d lost control of her bladder.

She’s what matters now, he reminded himself. Nothing else.

No one else.

Steve steered the van around a huge greasy mud puddle, the surface jumping with some kind of silvery minnow.

Fish, fish, everywhere.

He had stopped trying to understand it. The heavens had opened, the sky had rained sea life. All because of Graham’s so-called weather app.

Steve had come to the conclusion it was simply beyond human comprehension; his, at least. Kind of like the barreleye, the big spook fish Steve had seen falling from the clouds, with its weird see-through head. He didn’t understand this fish. Inside the head, like two bulbs glowing inside a lantern, were the fish’s eyes. They usually stared upward, unblinking, watching for the silhouettes of available prey. Like shadow detectors.

To Steve, the eyes of the spook fish were so alien, so odd, he couldn’t identify with it as a species from Earth. He didn’t understand it.

The Phone Company was just like the barreleye.

 


It’s all a shadowplay,

a cave of shadow and light.

 


Steve remembered those lines, a stanza from Janice’s poems, coming to him now because everything was related. Whether or not things were connected before, they were now. The Phone Company had made certain of that. They’d dug up all the town’s skeletons and had made new ones. They’d ensured that the past affected the present so much, they were practically the same thing.

They’d transformed JJ into Vedder and Sarah into Janice. And Bill had become . . .

A dog, Steve thought.

He was sick of his own thoughts.

Steve switched the radio to the AM band and immediately heard voices. Not human, but robotic. A man and a woman, both cheerily upbeat. He dialed in.

< . . . struggling to find a candidate since the assassination of Frederick Hill at Mount Rushmore last month.>

<Fantastic> the female bot said.

Wait, Steve thought. What?

<This, in a long run of assassinated political leaders worldwide, perpetrated through the popular war game, Drones.>

Drones?

Steve knew that name.

Where’d he . . .

It didn’t take him long before he felt the chill.

< . . . noble and necessary sacrifices for The Provider> the male finished. <Thanks to their sacrifices, all the towers are connected.

<In other global news, people around the world have been climbing Phone Company towers only to fall to their deaths.>

<Forecast: bright and sunny> the female said, <with a chance of falling people.>

The male laughed, and Steve shot the radio a disgusted look. He wanted to shut it off, just snap the damn thing off, maybe throw away the knob.

He couldn’t.

If a Tether could enable a kid to fight real wars and assassinate world leaders, if it could let someone fly a plane into a school and uncover secrets as deep as Steve’s brief and confusing thing with Tasha—it was a kiss, just a kiss, stolen from Steve when he was drunk and vulnerable and upset about what was happening with Janice, and yet Steve knew it was one of the worst mistakes of his life, this kiss, a secret so dark only Steve, Tasha, and Janice (and apparently Sarah now) knew, an affront that only Steve (and Sarah) could never forgive—if The Phone Company could do all that, Steve didn’t have the luxury of turning a deaf ear. This. This broadcast. It was his tether to the enemy mind. Steve could hear everything.

He had to know.

What did The Phone Company know?



* * *



Steve stopped the moving van. A cable was strung across the gravel road between two posts. He stared past it at HMS.

< . . . and the search continues for our late Queen Gregory.>

Steve glanced at Sarah, who still hung, slack-jawed and sleeping, from the oh-shit handle. She’d said they would come looking for her. The radio had confirmed it.

< . . . but search parties are understaffed, as most members are now operating in emergency response teams in the wake of The Fullness.>

Steve broke out Bill’s binoculars. From this side of the school, he could see the blackened recess where the plane had crashed. He could see the eighth grade hall, sheared away by one of the wings.

The rescue team had removed a lot of debris from the collapsed HMS, revealing the classrooms in cutaways. Wet posters, falling off chopped walls. Ruined maps. Warped books and flattened desks. Topping it all off, a marlin, lying broken over an upended bookshelf.

In one class, Steve spotted a skull. Was that . . .?

Yep, he thought, focusing in.

Yorick’s skull. A prop that had been in George Ingram’s class ever since the teacher before him.

Ah, George.

Steve lowered the binoculars. Should’ve taken the time. Might’ve liked ya.

< . . . but we’ve almost lost all hope and will need to find a successor soon.>

<Tragic> the female said. <And now Sports App with Greg Matherton.>

Steve took one last survey of the school. Aside from the occasional flopping tail or flexing fin, he saw no signs of life. If PCo was searching, it wasn’t searching here.

Carefully, he nosed around the cable and through the field, where small trees had been washed out. He pulled around an uprooted stump, bounced over one last speed bump, and then he was cruising. He was puttering along on the school’s blacktop in a moving van from the past.

Steve drove around the whole complex once, eyeing the dark windows, the tall arborvitaes growing up the sides of impenetrable brick. He looked at the baseball field, the dugout and, farther on, the track.

No one.

Around the far side of HMS, the metal shop had a bay door surrounded by scrap metal heaps. Next to the bay was a smaller fire door.

Real junkyard, Steve thought, parking at the bay door of the shop. He’d be lucky if he didn’t pop a tire.

With his master key to the school, Steve was able to pull the van inside, bumper-to-vise with the foremost worktable. He let the van idle.

Sarah, as a baby, would inevitably fall asleep on long car rides. She could be crying, red-faced, and the most pissed off baby in the world, and yet the road was like a lullaby. Only one problem—all car rides come to an end.

Without fail, little Sarah would wake up the second the engine cut off. So when Steve shut off the moving van, ending those soothing rhythms, he fully expected Sarah’s eyes to snap open.

She kind of squirmed, moaned, and made a face—that old knife goring her again. Steve sat with her and watched her sweat.

“Sarah?”

Her face remained blank.

“Sarah, honey, if you can hear me, I’m taking a look around. I think this could be a safe place for us, okay? If anything happens, if anyone comes or tries to get at you, honk. Kick it with your foot or something. Okay?”

She didn’t rouse.

Steve didn’t really want her to.

He grabbed the backpack and started to climb out when an idea struck him. He dug in the pack for a second and pulled out the two phones, his and Janice’s. He powered them on. They were both low on batteries, but this was worth it.

Steve called one phone using the other, then laid Janice’s on the dashboard, clamshell open. He turned on his speakerphone and made sure both the van doors were locked before he hopped out.

When he rolled down the bay door, the entire shop fell into darkness. It echoed with nothing but the sound of Sarah breathing over the speakerphone, her white noise.

Steve clicked on the flashlight. Backpack snug on his back, he ventured into the hall, which reeked of smoke and wet ash.

He went first through the boy’s locker room, planning to cut through the gym to the main hall.

Inside the coach’s office, he found a bin of loaner gym clothes. He grabbed a pair, a shirt and matching shorts. Probably big enough for Sarah. Boys’ clothes, but that was better than pissed pants. Steve stuffed them into his backpack.

As he crossed the gym, he tried not to think about the presentation he’d seen there, Graham’s weird cables and flashing alarms. Graham had disappeared then, too, before appearing magically in another place.

Barreleye, Steve thought, dismissing it. It wasn’t “alien” anymore; it was “barreleye.”

Sarah made a noise, and Steve stopped. He listened for a second. She startled. She gasped.

Steve tensed, eyeballing the phone. Sarah’s scream never came. She started snoring instead. Adjusting the volume, Steve left the gym for the main hall.

Exposed aggregate floor, brick walls lined with lockers—over his own footfalls, Steve could almost hear the echoes of a normal school day. Kids laughing, chatting, and cheering, running down the halls around the slower, more huddled cliques.

He stared at JJ’s locker as he passed, at the dent someone had punched in it. One of JJ’s friends, if Steve recalled.

Food.

Shelter.

Weapons of any kind.

That was the plan.

He would check the faculty lounge first, then the offices. School employees were notorious for having snacks.

In his own office, Steve kept Rolaids and maybe some unsalted nuts; he’d swing by there last.

Near the end of the hall, he passed what had once been Sarah’s locker. He remembered getting a look in there once, how embarrassed Sarah was of the pretty boys she’d clipped out of magazines.

He stopped in the giant archway framed with rough brick pillars. The giant lunchroom opened up before him like a fireplace after water had been poured in. Charred tables. Melted seats. Puddles of slimy rain in the low spots.

Fortunately, the cafeteria had been nearly deserted at the time of the crash. Everyone had been in class, which meant no melted fat dried in seats; no bodily char or smears of lost life. The kitchen, though, and the eighth grade wing . . .

Steve turned back to the main hall, wishing his master key worked on lockers. He didn’t want to walk through the cafeteria. He could just imagine what kind of things, what treasures kids had squirreled away in their lockers. But he couldn’t get at them, and all the offices were down the hall past the caf.

Maybe check metals shop for a crowbar.

Huh, Steve thought, spotting something in the hall he hadn’t noticed before. Like a castle, the walls of the school encompassed an inner courtyard filled with tables, where kids could eat and hang out. Two vending machines sat in a nook near the exit out to the court. Steve walked over and peered through the glass at the snacks.

He didn’t remember this happening, but apparently PCo had taken over the school’s vending machine contract. All the familiar brand names remained the same, but the machines themselves were PCo; you could purchase snacks with your phone.

Steve’s stomach growled, and he started thinking of ways to break the glass. A chair? The fire extinguisher? A hammer from woodshop?

Poison, said a voice in his head, and suddenly Steve didn’t feel hungry, he felt empty and sick. Soft kill, the voice said.

Marvin again. He was right, the food couldn’t be trusted. All the old familiar brand names, sure, but Steve wouldn’t have been surprised if PCo was the owner listed on the back of each snack, the same way you could look at the back of your favorite bottled water only to discover it’s owned by Coke.

Search the school, he thought. If he couldn’t find enough food, then he might come b—

<ZZT ZZT!>

Steve’s head whipped toward the noise. At first, he thought it had come from Sarah, something happening in the van over the clamshells, but nope. Sarah was snoring normally. Steve switched off the speakerphone and stood there for a long time, listening, trying not to breathe, willing his heart to stop.

“Mmmm,” Sarah moaned from the tinny little earpiece of the phone. He brought it closer to his ear.

That noise. Like a small electronic shock. It had come from down the hall, he knew that. But because of the way the hall threw sounds, Steve didn’t know where to look for the ventriloquist.

“Mmmuhhh,” Sarah said.

Steve went to take a step.

<ZZT ZZT!>

And now he knew.

The sound.

It was coming from the boys’ room.

“Mmm, Daddy. Please. Let me get it, let me pick it up.”

<ZZT ZZT!>

“Pleeeeaaaase.”

Steve crept away from the vending machine to get a look down the main hall. The archways into the bathrooms were on his side of the corridor, between him and his escape route to the shop. Steve could hear the sound of rushing water.

“He’s calling,” Sarah said. “Please, Daddy! Plee-hee-hee-eeeeaase.”

Shit, Steve thought. Shit!

Someone in the bathroom, his daughter freaking out—things had just gone barreleye.

<ZZT ZZT!>

The water shut off.

The squeak of the faucet.

Then silence.

“Daaadddeee—”

The courtyard, Steve thought, peering through the glass of the door. He could sneak out that way, into one of the entrances on the far side. Kind of the long way around, but—

The van horn began to honk, changing everything.

<Beep! Bee-beep bee-beep. BEEEEEP!>

Screw the long way. Steve bolted for the gym. His feet pounded across the corridor, and as he wrenched open the door, he glanced back. A shadow was moving in the boys’ room.

<Beep-beep beep!>

Steve went thundering across the polished gym floor, flashlight bobbing. The door didn’t close behind him. Someone wrenched it open and came tearing in after him.

Shit, shit, shit.

<BEEEEEEEP!>

Through the gym, into the locker room, Steve glanced around for anything.

Trash can.

Towel rack.

He grabbed a hockey stick, and as his visitor barged into the locker room behind him, he ran out the opposite side of the room.

This set of doors had pull handles. Steve jammed the hockey stick into them. It would snap quickly enough but would buy him time.

<Bee-beep beep beep!> The horn blared in the metals shop. Sarah was screaming.

“I’m in here! I’m here! Come save me!”

Steve threw up the bay door, wincing at the bright light, then opened the van and threw in his bag.

Sarah, her cuffs pulled taut around the oh-shit handle, had stretched out across the bench seat and was laying her knee into the horn.

Steve pushed her out of the way and hopped inside.

“Help, he’s got me! In here, I’m in here!”

The shop door banged open, but Steve was already peeling out, zipping past the scrap metal yard, tires squealing as he whipped it around, threw it into drive, and took off, bomb sloshing.

“I’m here!” Sarah screamed. “Please! Please!”

“Shut up!” Steve said. “Shut up, shut up, shut up!”

As he rounded the corner toward the back of the school, back to the dirt road, Steve spotted movement on the baseball field: a big fake Indian, standing there by the dugout, sneering and watching them flee.
  


 CHAPTER 47
 

 


One night six years ago, Marvin saw something in the Terraformer, a glowing head in the darkness.

“Daggum aliens,” he breathed to himself, a puff of steam in the cold air. Marv had tried to follow the floating head through the junkyard, but it had finally seen him and had disappeared into the woods, even though Marv had chased after it, shouting that he came in peace and he’d totally take them to his leader, man!

The next morning, Marv woke Chuck by thrusting a shotgun at him.

“I saw ’em, Lucky Chucky. You still got that detective kit? Enough to make some plaster casts?”

Chucky did, indeed, have the detective kit. So they went hunting for footprints or hoof prints or whatever kind of prints visitors from outer space left.

“Unnghhh, unnghhh!” Little Chuck said, pointing in a cranny between piles of cars.

“You find something? You find . . .” Marvin stopped when he saw what Chuck had discovered. It wasn’t tracks, or space currency, or some technologically advanced monolith.

This space alien from last night had left a skinned cat tied spread-eagle on a tire rim.



* * *



BEWARE OF DOG

NO TRESPASSING

NO CELL PHONE ZONE

NO PHOTOS

NO SHIRT NO SHOES NO SERVICE

 


Some of the signs posted all over the fence and trees delimiting the back of Marvin’s property weren’t even legitimate. They were just some scraps of wood he’d painted.

Marv had also blocked the telephone access road onto his land with brambles of fencing and barbwire—and actual brambles. He had probably pruned the blackberries to grow that way, too.

Farther down, the ruts of the access road forked. Left, the dirt road cut farther up the mountain, ending in a huge landslide mixed with giant rocks, painted white.

The letters, Steve thought. His gaze slid farther uphill, where the mountain monogram had washed down, just one more landmark scraped clean from the face of Cracked Rock.

The other dirt road, barely a set of ruts cutting through dense undergrowth, led down the mountainside. It terminated at the main road where the ditch was kind of washed out.

Steve took to the road.

A few minutes later, he parked in the gravel lot of Mars’ Greenhouse Gas Terraformer, Autowreckers, and Scrap Metal Yard (Or Anything Else You Don’t Want). He glanced at Sarah as they came to a stop.

After HMS, she had screamed and thrashed and cried about how she never wanted to go back, and please don’t make her go to school that day—she was sick and her stomach hurt!—but now all the energy had bled from her, leaving a pale sheet of a girl, sweaty and sagging and breathing raggedly while she slept. The van reeked of the mess she’d made on the seat.

Water, Steve thought.

She’d need fluids soon, what with the way she was shedding them. They both would. Hopefully Marvin had an emergency cache somewhere in the junkyard.

Aside from tropical fish scattered like confetti in the trash heaps, all reds, oranges, yellows, and blues, Marvin’s Terraformer looked relatively the same.

The pathways seemed a little cleaner, the little bits of plastic, metal, and rubber swept away by the rain; otherwise, it was the only landscape in the valley Steve fully recognized. The rest of Burnt Valley had looked naked where it shouldn’t be, and full of cracks, cars piled deep enough you could see them from Bill’s.

For a long time, Steve sat there watching the yard, staring down the various pathways between boxes of old light fixtures and sinks, down corridors formed by dumpsters brimming with poles, bicycle rims, and other random scraps. He watched Marvin’s complex of trailers. The doors, the curtains.

Marv called the little housing complex Cydonia—Steve had forgotten that. A face from outer space.

His eyes fixed on the entrance to the Dead Zone. A Faraday cage, Marv had called it. Lead, copper, and foothills of foil hats. Steve had ventured into the Dead Zone twice before, once while chasing Bill. It was like entering another dimension, one where all your calls got dropped.

It was worth a shot.

Steve stared at the tower for a moment, looming the way it did way up on the hill, like some skeletal pyramid made of smaller repeating triangles, still standing, still working, transmitting data even after the storm.

He could hear it, even in the van. A low hum as its beacon flashed. That tower, the company behind it, had turned all of Cracked Rock into Mars. Steve just had to find a cave for the night that wasn’t already occupied.

Yes, he decided, the Dead Zone was worth a shot.

Putting his daughter on speakerphone, Steve left the van to patrol the junkyard, carrying a length of pipe. Marv’s trailers were all empty. In the back one, shattered dishes lay everywhere, empty food boxes tossed around. A plate, a cup, and a bowl sat on the table, with crumbs and little puddles of a finished meal.

Steve had a weird feeling. He couldn’t quite describe it. Partly déjà vu from Rat’s trashed trailer, or the O’Donald’s trash flooding Bill’s garage—but it wasn’t a feeling of familiarity alone, it was a tingling along his spine.

Outside, Steve ventured into the Dead Zone, and, sure enough, his connection with Sarah crackled and cut out.

He glanced back at the van, the pale crescent of Sarah’s face behind the reflections. Safe, she was safe. That feeling, though, like cold feelers running along his back.

His eyes flicked again to the tower. They’re the same thing, he thought, the feeling and the hum. But the deeper he went into the Dead Zone, the less he felt watched.

Placebo? he thought.

He didn’t really know. He just knew he couldn’t be off the grid long, not if it meant losing touch with Sarah. In and out, then, just long enough to check Marvin’s shed.

With a deep breath, Steve hurried forward.

He didn’t like the energy in here, didn’t like how it canceled everything out. The air was heavy with the smell of old metal, antique plumbing, and worn fishing tackle, and all that chipping lead paint. He didn’t like thinking about the layers and layers of lead dust, poisonous and heavy in the lungs.

It reminded him of something else he didn’t want to think about, something JJ had told him atop George Washington’s head. How some of the workers had died, years later, of some kind of lung thing. Like asbestos workers, a worthy sacrifice.

A slow, terrible death from exposure to hazardous dust was the least of Steve’s worries, though. He accepted the risk.

Deeper in the maze, some of the pop cans of the Dead Zone had washed in through the door of Marvin’s Shack of Silence. They rattled as Steve kicked them aside.

On the back wall of the shed, the conspiracy web hung more like a cobweb, the data center still poised at the center of it like some dried husk.

Steve scoped out the shed’s interior.

Yep, he thought, pulling on one of the supports to give it a little test. Composed of lead-acid batteries, held in place by metal grates, rebar, and wooden struts, the walls offered plenty of spots to cuff Sarah. Plenty of room for him to lie next to her, too. But, how to get her here, Steve thought.

He wasn’t carrying her again, no way.

He couldn’t.

Over by the heaps of scrap wood, he found a platform cart, the kind used to transport lumber. Steve kicked the dead seahorse off the flatbed, then wheeled the cart over to the van. He paused for a minute, staring through the passenger window at his daughter.

Just bunker down for the night, he thought. Rest. See her through this . . . whatever this is, and then figure things out.

“Rest,” he repeated, but then it hit him, how heavy his daughter was, and how sore his entire body was too, and how far he was from true reprieve. His shoulders slouched under the anticipated weight of her.

No matter how old your kids got, no matter how independent, you still ended up carrying them at some point, some kids more than others. You’d keep fooling yourself into believing maybe if they made better life choices, or maybe if they’d listen once in a while, maybe then they’d stop and think before doing something stupid. But they always did, didn’t they? Inevitably, they screwed up. Because they were kids, and kids were stupid.

And then what? Steve thought. When a kid makes a mistake, whose job is it to fix it? And what if you don’t know how?

Goddamn it, if she had just listened, Steve thought, but shook his head. He was angry, but not at her, not really. More at himself. Which was even more frustrating, because here he was, an adult, just as stupid as any kid.

The pain, the pain, he thought, but even that no longer offered solace. The pain meds had seen to that. He was forced now to face the reality of it.

Unfortunately, this problem wasn’t like bailing Sarah out of jail or supporting her through a teen pregnancy. It wasn’t anything solvable. Whatever was wrong with her, it was like Janice all over again. A sickness with a mind of its own. Death, clipping his nails. And Steve could do nothing to stop him.

So he had dealt with everything else first, thinking that if he couldn’t save his daughter’s soul, he could at least save her life. He’d focused on the mission at hand.

Step 1: Get from Point A to Point B, preferably without driving all the way to Point E first, because routes C and D were both blocked or washed out.

Step 2?

Who the hell knows?

Steve told himself he ignored Sarah’s problem because he couldn’t do anything about it. He’d learned that lesson with Janice. Sicknesses had to run their course. All you could do was make her comfortable.

But then what was his excuse for ignoring what had happened with JJ? Steve had lost his own son to the enemy and he’d been purposefully avoiding the subject ever since.

He’d been ignoring a lot of things. The time jump. The storm. Barksdale and Bill. Even Marv back there, hitching a ride on his own bomb. How was Steve supposed to deal with all that and Sarah’s problem too? If he couldn’t even let his wife go after five years?

He peered again through the van window, through the reflections, like seeing his daughter’s face on the moon.

Briefly, in a moment of laziness, of neglectfulness, of pure fatigue, Steve thought about saying forget it, just sleep in the van. It would afford them a quicker getaway if things went south. But in so many ways, the van wasn’t safe. And it stank. Which reminded him of too many things he couldn’t afford to dwell on right now, so . . .

The Dead Zone it was.

With an emptying sigh, Steve opened the passenger door and caught his daughter’s body when it tried to fall out, swinging low on the cuffs.

“Ah, damn it,” he said, getting her piss all over him as he moved her to the cart.

Oh, the things we do for our kids.



* * *



Sometimes Steve would wake alone in bed. He would reach for Janice’s freckled shoulder, or a tangle of hair, and he’d find empty space.

In dreams, as in memory now, the present and past were the same thing, so even when Steve was with Janice, he missed her. She wasn’t even gone yet, and there was this terrible ache.

Steve would often contemplate the rest of his life without her, and he’d think, after the kids are gone, what is there? More cold empty space? A house that echoes too much?

Tonight, Janice’s side of the bed was empty. A seam of light glowed around the door into the master bathroom. He could hear her in there, miserable, sick, but trying her best not to disturb his sleep.

And then Steve’s hand hit a bare leg, cold as the bed. Someone was in there with him.

Yelping, recoiling, he heard someone else shrinking back, too, a raspy wooden sound like cloth constricting on plywood.

“Hello?” the woman in bed next to him shrieked, and Steve realized where he was.

Not in bed, but on Mars.

“Hello?” Sarah said again.

Steve sprang upright from Marvin’s covers, banging his knee against the door of the shed. He flicked on the flashlight, nearly blinding Sarah.

She had kicked off her own covers, blankets Steve had stolen from Marvin’s “couch.” They kind of smelled like dog, but . . .

“Who’s there?” Sarah said, cocking her ear and looking around.

She had pulled herself into one corner, her bare legs drawn up to her chest, trembling, the gym clothes Steve had put on her soaked and reeking of sweat.

Her hands remained cuffed around a support beam and could only slide up and down.

“Where is it?” she screamed, kicking her blankets over to look underneath them. They constricted themselves around her ankles. “Where?”

“Sweetheart?” Steve said, reaching out for her. “I’m here.”

“Hello?”

“Dad’s here.”

“I can hear you! I can—Bill, are you there?”

It’s like she doesn’t even . . .

She didn’t even blink from the flashlight.

She doesn’t see me, Steve thought.

He laid a hand on her leg, and she kept screaming for Bill.

“Honey, Bill’s not . . .” Steve stopped himself, wondering what was better for her current mindset, reality check or illusion. “Sarah, Sarah, calm down. It’s all right.”

Finally she saw him, fixed him with a wild stare like a frightened horse. “You took it, didn’t you?”

“What?” Steve said.

“You stole it! You read my messages!”

“What? What’re you—”

“It’s ringing, I can hear it! Where is it? Give it!”

“Your phone? Honey, it got burned. Don’t you remember? It got burned.”

She was ignoring him again, still kicking at her blankets. “He’s calling, he’s . . . oh, Bill, don’t hang up!”

“Honey,” Steve said. “Bill’s dead. Barksdale, he—”

Sarah suddenly noticed Steve’s hand on her leg. She screamed and kicked it away as if a tarantula had landed on her. Thrashing, shrieking, she banged her bald head against the bars and batteries of the shack, again and again.

“Stop!” Steve said, pulling her back by the shoulders. She got in one more head-butt and then her forehead started pushing out a giant, bloody goose egg.

Steve cradled her and was rocked by her shudders, her tremors.

“Just, please,” she said, muttering now, staring blankly at the ceiling. “Let me answer, I need to . . . just make it stop, Daddy, please.”

Finally, she lay still, snotty, bleeding, and feverish, yet wracked by chills.

Steve reached across to his side of the shed and dragged Bill’s backpack toward him. He fished out the ibuprofen and a bottle of water he’d found in Marv’s trailer; he’d found almost half a carton, along with some canned food. Not much, though. Not enough.

With numb, trembling fingers, Steve fed Sarah the ibuprofen. He poured in some water to help her wash it down. She choked.

“No, no, no,” Steve said, pushing her over so the water would drain out of her mouth.

Wrapping his arms around her from behind, he got in place to perform the Heimlich, but then Sarah gasped and breathed again all on her own. So Steve sat there, rocking her, rubbing the stubble on her head and pleading with the ceiling.

You took JJ, goddamn you. Please, please, if you’re there, if you even give a crap . . .

“Me,” he said. “Take me.”
  


 CHAPTER 48
 

 


The next time Marv saw the glowing alien head, he also found a cache of guns and supplies on the outskirts of Mars. The stash was tucked away in the rusted-out husk of a car over in the weeds by the access road to HMS.

Marv found an AK-47, about ten cans of beans and rice, and for some reason a Pokémon collection all in one big bag, as if someone were preparing to bug out. The glowing alien head had dropped it off last night. Marv had seen it.

He ran to get Little Chucky and his plaster casts, but it was a school day, which Marv always forgot. He searched through the trailer Chucky lived in, but couldn’t find the plaster, so Marv waited around all day for Chucky to get off the bus.

Except the bus never came home that day from HMS.

Neither did Chuck.

Later, when Marvin heard the news, he thought, Nah, man, just another cover-up, covering their asses up. Those company men, man. Not a school shooting, something else. And they killed him, they killed Chuck.

But what were they covering up?

That single question would haunt Marv for years. What was the Great Secret? The Big Lie?

Then one day it hit him.

Freaking aliens, man.

As Marvin’s conspiracy web grew, he became convinced Chuck had been the target all along. They’d left the guns there for that Vedder kid. They’d set him up. And like some kind of cult member, Vedder had worn their image on his shirt, off to send Marv a message: “Don’t tread on me, man. Don’t you dare.”



* * *



A couple days passed, and it was the same thing. Sarah screaming for her phone, crying for Bill, torn between several personalities, some sad, some suicidal, some vicious beasts.

She’d made a mess in her gym shorts, and since she wasn’t ambulatory, Steve had resorted to cutting up Marv’s old shirts to make tie-dyed diapers. Sometimes she’d mess them on purpose, grinning, strained. She’d cry like a baby before passing out, a petulant toddler who hated to nap.

She’d been like this as a baby. Steve remembered now. The terrible late nights. The terrible mornings. They were all back. Had she really regressed that much?

One night, she’d grinned at him while he was wrapping up a soiled diaper in a plastic sack.

“You know it’s all your fault.”

“Go to sleep,” Steve said, tying the sack.

“You gave up on him, just like you gave up on Mom.”

“I didn’t give up on Bill.”

“Not Bill.”

Steve almost asked who she meant, but stopped himself. He refused to engage her in a pointless argument.

“You were sick of him. Sick of her too, or else you never would’ve kissed that convention slut. That’s why JJ ran away. At least The Provider was like Mom and actually wanted him.”

Steve stood up, ready to throw out the sack, ready to get away from this nasty little brat. He tried to tell himself it wasn’t Sarah, it was PCo. He could see it in her face more and more, how stretched it looked, how sharp the grin. It wasn’t her. Yet it was.

“You never wanted him—”

Steve smacked her.

Hard.

No stinging, satisfactory slap on the cheek. A regrettable thud of fingers against her lower jaw.

The way her face changed as the red handprint boiled up to the surface . . . it was like watching a dish break. The heat instantly fled Steve’s chest.

“Honey, I’m so sorry, I—”

“Don’t touch me,” she said, shrinking up against the wall. “Neglecter, murderer. Child beater.”

“Sarah—”

“No. If you had just stayed home. If you had just kept your nose out of my business . . .”

“Sarah, that wasn’t Bill. You have to know that. It wasn’t Bill you were with, it was a monster. Bill never would have—”

“But he did! In his car, in his cruiser! He bummed a smoke, and he was the only one. The only person in this butthole of a town who actually knew me! I wasn’t some kid, some stupid girl with crappy hair, and you murdered him, you murdered Mom’s best friend and now he’s calling and I can’t even, I can’t . . .” She flicked her eyes to the bandages on her hands. “You burned me, don’t you get it? And now I can’t even . . .”

Sarah made a disgusted, congested sound in the back of her throat, then disintegrated into sobs. It hurt to hear, but Steve preferred this Sarah. He could at least talk to this Sarah, if not reason with her. He hoped she stayed, hoped the nastier Sarah remained in her cage.

“I just want to die,” she said. “Just hit me over the head with a lead pipe and kill me.”

“Don’t talk like that,” Steve said.

“Then give it to me, I’ll do it myself.”

“No. I don’t ever want to hear you talk like that, you hear me? Your mom went through hell and she never once talked like that.”

It wasn’t true. There had been several times Janice had begged for death. Steve was the only one who knew that, the only one who needed to know that, the only one who’d been there for her at those darkest moments when they were both losing the love of their life, and she only wanted her dignity, she only wanted her grace even in death.

Steve didn’t care what was true right now. There was more than one truth, and he stuck with his version, where the people you love are strong and never give up on you.

“It’s their fault,” he said. “Theirs, not mine, not Bill’s. And certainly not yours. Not even Barksdale’s, do you hear me? It’s theirs.”

“I’m not talking about that,” Sarah said. “I’m not even talking about that.”

“What happened with Bill was—”

“Nothing happened, Dad! Bill wouldn’t . . . he said he’d screwed up enough relationships in his life, he wasn’t going to screw this one up too. He wanted to get married first.”

“So you didn’t—”

“No. I wanted to. I think he did, too, but no. He said no. But that’s not even what I meant.”

Steve hugged her. He didn’t care what she smelled like or what she was covered in. He reeked, too. She had just helped him let go of something. His anger for Bill. The heat was still there, but she had turned the stove burner way down.

“Thank you.” Steve pulled away and wiped his eyes, smiling, almost laughing.

Sarah wasn’t smiling.

“What?”

“I’m thankful.”

“For what?”

“We’re alive, for one.”

“Yeah, but what about them? All those kids at the school. The lunch lady. Mr. Ingram, your friend.”

Not my friend, Steve almost said, but he didn’t. “I know, I know. But that isn’t our fault. We have to let things go, Sarah. If you don’t, if you bottle things up, you’ll wind up stuck in the bottle yourself. We’re alive. We’re safe. That’s all that counts.”

“I flew that plane into the school,” Sarah said.

Steve stared at her. She looked sunken now. Sunken eyes, sunken cheeks; her whole body shriveled around a hard pit of guilt.

“Your phone?” Steve said, remembering something. “Did you do it with your . . .”

“Not on purpose. It was a game. Some stupid flying game, and I sucked. But I liked flying over the schools, you know? Seeing places I’ve grown up, and I’d draw these hearts. It’s stupid, but it’s kind of a tribute, I guess. You remember my half necklace?”

“Yes,” Steve said.

“Well, she was there That Day, and she. . . . So I’d draw these hearts, kind of broken in the middle? Because she was buried with hers? And then one day I thought I saw JJ down there, standing outside the school, you know, in the grass. So I tried to get closer, I tried to get a better look, and I just, I don’t know.”

The shudders came back, and this time Sarah let Steve lay a hand on her shoulder.

“It was an accident, sweetheart. You didn’t know what would happen. You didn’t even know what was real.”

“I was happy,” Sarah said, sweating and weeping and draining out of every pore, as if her entire body were grieving. “When I thought maybe I’d killed him, I was so happy. Because maybe, I don’t know, he got a phone first? Because he was such a little snot, and I was happy he was dead. Until I saw it had actually crashed. You know, like, in real life. And I couldn’t stand it. I tried to forget, and I did for a while, I did forget, but I don’t have my Tether now and it’s all coming back. Everything’s back, and, oh God, Daddy . . .”

Steve stopped rubbing Sarah’s shoulder as her confession sank in. He caught himself and kept massaging before she noticed anything was wrong.

Bottle it up . . .

. . . you’re in the bottle yourself.

But how much could you throw at one person? Should they throw in some swords for Steve to juggle as well? How about an infant and three burning animals?

Those bastards.

Sarah’s cuffs clanked on the bar as she slid her hands down, offering Steve a dark look, only half her face in the flashlight. “That’s when I realized. It isn’t my fault at all, you’re right. You’re the one. You’re the one who got us Tethers in the first place. You, not me.”

“Sarah—”

“Shut up and take out my shit.”

Moaning, she screwed her eyes shut and toppled over onto the mat, still hugging herself, still crying from every pore. She fell back into the withdrawals again, leaving Steve alone to deal with all this shit, and save her life as well.



* * *



“I’m sorry,” Sarah said one day over a can of beans. She was starting to get better. No longer calling out for Bill at night. Fever breaking.

Steve stopped chewing, then nodded and dug out another bite of chopped hot dog.

They’d been there for three days now, living off Marvin’s rations. Steve couldn’t believe it. Sarah was voluntarily eating and taking her medicine. She was still cuffed to the wall, sure, but she wasn’t exactly begging to be set free. Steve took that as a good sign.

“Was that the last of it?” she asked as Steve collected her empty can.

He opened the door to the shed, squinting against the sunlight. He listened. It was too cold for birds, so all he heard was the air. The air and the hum, that steady <HMMMMMM>.

Steve tucked the tin cans deep into the wall of junk outside, adding to Marv’s aluminum shield.

When he returned to the shack, he said, “I found a bike. Yesterday. It’s too big a risk to take the van out, but I think I can use it get some more—”

“You’re leaving me?”

“We’re out of water.”

“Can’t you just go find a creek?”

“No.”

“There’s a creek. It’s right out by the road.”

“A contaminated creek,” Steve said. “All that slime from the storm? Runoff from the junkyard? No.” He felt a trickle under his bandage and looked at his arm, at the red and yellowed stain permeating the gauze. He’d need antibiotics soon. “I just, I need to see what’s out there. Don’t you want to know what’s out there? What if it’s all fixed and we die in here because we never took a peek?”

“I’m coming with you,” Sarah said, trying to stand. The cuffs only slid up the wall support so far. They clinked against a horizontal strut of rebar and lodged there. “Where’s the key?”

Steve stared at her, biting his lip. He hated leaving her here, hated dwelling on all the things that could happen while he was gone. He could probably use help out there, too. But he had already thought about taking her with him, and there were too many risks.

He also had evaluated the need for going anywhere at all, wondering how dangerous it was, worried he might lead someone back. He’d heard heavy machinery in the distance for the past couple days. He wasn’t sure what that was about.

In the end, Steve knew he couldn’t wait. He had the energy to do it. Two days from now, though? Three? They had to find supplies and hike out while they still could.

“I’d leave your mom’s phone with you,” he said, “and put you on speakerphone, but no bars here, so.”

“Dad . . .”

Steve hugged her and kissed her head, which was fuzzy with new growth. “I need to see how to get us out of this, okay? I have to. Then I’ll come back and take you with me.”

“At least uncuff me,” Sarah said. “At least let me defend myself.”

And there it was. Her bid to get loose.

She seemed better, but . . .

“I’ll be back,” Steve said, knees popping as he stood.

“Dad.”

He shut the shed door and piled some crates and tackle boxes in front of it. He shrugged into Bill’s backpack, and with the bike he’d found, he took off for the logging roads, back where Marv had hung all those signs.

Steve stopped once to look back. The woods around the junkyard were quiet. Everything quiet.

<HMMMMMMM>

Steve lifted the bike over Marv’s fence and hit the road.
  


 CHAPTER 49
 

 


The last time Marv saw the glowing alien head was the night Bill shot him in the gut.

“Come on, man,” Marv said, slipping on all the coins as Bill backed him up into the Interstellar Bank.

The light of Bill’s Dragnet glasses blinked at the opening in the horseshoe of cars. His gun, black, polymer, was darker than the night.

“Come o—”

Marvin heard it behind him, the subtle bending of metal beneath a heavy weight.

The alien head floated above him, hovering over the cars. Something glowed in its hands, too.

A phone.

And because of the Tether, because of the bright LCD, Marvin saw the face behind the alien head. It wasn’t an alien at all, just a boy wearing a glow-in-the-dark shirt.

“He can’t hear you,” the boy said. He swiped a thumb across his phone, and Bill hiked farther into the Bank, his boots crunching coins. “Well, maybe he can, but what does it matter?”

“Hey, man,” Marv said, backing away from Bill and the boy. “If you’re looking for parts, or fuel for your mother ship or whatever—”

“Shut this guy up,” the boy said to Bill, and Marv heard a loud boom.

For a second he thought, How’d these get in my pocket? Because suddenly there was a weight hanging on him, as if he were transporting another chunk of change to deposit.

The sensation shifted, and it felt more like he’d swallowed a bunch of change, which he was pretty sure he hadn’t.

For some reason, Marvin couldn’t stand any longer. He felt weak and there was all that weight. So he fell to the coins, into the smell of copper, like pennies except extremely fresh, extremely sharp.

It wasn’t pennies he smelled.

It wasn’t pennies at all.

Looming behind the boy stood a tall man in a black suit, holding an old black handset to his ear. He was what smelled, not the pennies. This man.

The boy’s Tether went dark, leaving just the alien head glowering down, its bug-like eyes, its flat mouth.

Marvin spiraled away from it, down into the smell of pennies and a deep crack threaded with quartz and gold. He cried out for Chuck and knew he was dead when his voice echoed back to him. Only it wasn’t his voice.

It was Chuck, saying hello.



* * *



Steve stared through the binoculars at the McLeans’ craftsman bungalow for five minutes straight.

A tree had fallen right through the back side of the house. The chicken coop, the poultry netting, and all the chickens themselves had been washed downhill. Mr. McLean’s old truck lay lodged against two jagged stumps.

Looks pretty washed out, Steve thought, lowering the binoculars. The front door had been ripped from its hinges and most of the windows had shattered. He had to check, though.

It was one of the things he’d promised himself, to check in on a few people who had been close to him. He’d decided to try the McLeans’ house first because it was close to the Terraformer, it was way out in the woods away from town, and, well—he loved them. Steve grabbed the bike and headed down.

In what was left of the backyard, where there was nothing left of the gardens, Steve stopped and listened to the bungalow.

No one here, he thought. Or maybe they’re . . .

He stopped thinking about it.

If they were, they were.

Steve stepped in the house through the back door, which hung open.

In low spots on the linoleum, oily puddles reflected the window above the kitchen sink. Dishes had fallen out of the cupboards and had shattered all over the counters; shards had been washed into corners.

The fridge lay on its side. The food in it, whatever hadn’t been washed out, had already spoiled. Steve saw a to-go box in there. Breakfast from Hayworth Diner.

He checked the pantry and found a bunch of canned food, including fruits and vegetables Mrs. McLean had canned herself. Peaches, corn, green beans. Steve stuffed a bunch of cans in his backpack, plus some cereal, powdered milk, and a few other items not tainted by the flood. Some matches, thank God.

He wanted to take more. He had room for it. The house certainly seemed abandoned, but if it wasn’t, he’d be robbing an elderly couple of their means to survive. He could always check in on his way back, get more.

At the kitchen sink, Steve put a clean pot in the basin and turned on the faucet. It spit some water into the pot, but then went dry. He had expected this. Water pumps required electricity to pump water out of wells. Steve didn’t know if he could trust the groundwater anyway, not after the storm. Even if he boiled it, he wouldn’t trust it. Rocky mountains like this lacked thick enough soils to filter out contaminants.

In the bathroom, he opened the toilet tank. The water in there looked clean, not tainted with stormwater. He dug a few empty water bottles out of his backpack and filled them up from the tank to boil later.

The medicine cabinet produced some useful pills, including Mr. McLean’s blood pressure medication. A bit high in dosage compared to Steve’s prescription, but he cut a pill in half and swallowed it dry. He took a little handful for later. He didn’t find any antibiotics for his arm.

The rest of the house didn’t provide anything he couldn’t find at Marvin’s. No guns, nothing.

Outside, Steve got a closer look at the front of the house. On its way out the door, the flood had deposited a ton of furniture against the jambs. Legs and corners stuck out at all angles.

Next to the door, someone had spray-painted markings on the siding, an X with numbers and abbreviations crammed into each quadrant.

Steve remembered this from Hurricane Katrina. Rescue teams would draw these X-codes on structures they’d searched. He’d forgotten what most of the codes meant, but the top one looked like a date: “10/12.”

Twelfth of October?

Or October 2012?

Or something else, Steve thought, trying not to get his hopes up. It was entirely possible the markings signified something else. Not a date, but something more like ten out of twelve.

Ten out of twelve of what, though?

Steve did remember one code, the one at the bottom of the X. It was the information he had been most unsettled by at the time of Katrina: the number of bodies.

On the McLeans’ house, at the bottom of the X, the search and rescue team had written “2 DB.”



* * *



A first aid tent, Steve thought, focusing the binoculars. The markings at the McLeans’ had made him wonder, and sure enough. . . .

Down at Mountain View Church, an entire infrastructure had sprung up in the parking lot. Search teams in orange vests. Nurses and doctors.

In the meadow next to the church, a tent city had been pitched. People milled around like blurry ants.

Or bees, Steve thought. Cold, ambling, aimless ones. Winter bees. From this distance, he couldn’t tell whether they were the type that stung.

Closer, he thought, lowering the binoculars. That meant hiking down through the woods where he wouldn’t be able to see. He had to, though. One of the tents looked like a Red Cross tent. He needed to be certain. He needed a closer look.

Maybe from the cemetery, he thought.

Maybe.

Steve hid the bike, then picked his way down a bank of rubble into the trees.



* * *



Jellyfish dangled and membranes hung in ropes from the boughs. The underbrush had been matted flat. It made the hike down easier, save for a few piles of felled trees, logged with sticks and debris. Steve had to hike around them.

He crossed one paved road, hardly paved now for all the sloughed-off continents of it. After that was the cemetery. Steve thought if he could sneak out on the rise of the hill, he might be able to spy on the church from the trees—

What the hell? he thought, stopping.

The graves.

Steve took in the entire cemetery, growing angrier and more scared, then he was running the rest of the way to the first hole in the ground. All of them, holes. All of the graves. Some headstones remained, toppled and cracked, but the graves . . .

Rectangular and deep, these holes hadn’t been dug by the storm. They’d been excavated before, filled now with snotty water, detritus, and fish carcasses. No floating human remains.

Janice, Steve thought.

It was Harcum all over again.

He ran, dodging between holes, leaping over limbs and a smashed porpoise. All his landmarks had been erased. The mausoleums. The granite angels. Even the road looked different. Eroded. Covered in sticks and tree limbs and logs and rock.

Steve came to a section where older headstones gave way to modern grave markers sunk into the ground. He scanned them as he threaded between pits and pits and bits of the forest and floating wood crucifixes until he found a familiar name.

Charles Jones.

Lucky Chucky, Lucky Chuck, Steve thought, and not far from it, Little Mickey Mackeroy, his cherubic face embossed in bronze. Steve turned left, paced three more graves in, and . . .

(Lucky Chucky, Lucky Chuck)

. . . he stopped.

A shark floated dead in Janice’s grave. Belly up, its sharp mouth gaping, the shark’s stomach had burst. A string of entrails and internal sacs floated like raw eggs with all the limbs and bits of wood.

Steve stared at it for a long time.

His eyes flicked to the headstone. It was Janice’s, all right. When he looked back into the dead aquarium, he saw something else floating. A single scrap of dress.

He would’ve thought maybe the dress had decayed, but then again he didn’t know much about the forensics of time. He just knew it all depended on the environment how certain things break down. And there it was, anyway, floating right there in front of his face, proof, evidence, that Janice’s dress, at least this little scrap of it, had somehow withstood the ravages of decomposition; a bright yellow strawberry flower embroidered on the hem of her summer-white dress.

Steve reached for it, and the shark rolled over.

But it wasn’t the shark.

The shark was dead, with gnawed-out eyes.

Something smaller, something sinewy like a snake, uncoiled from around the bloated body of the shark, and Steve nearly screamed, nearly stumbled into the grave behind him, which was inexplicably jumping with fish. A mouth and throat, ringed with sharp teeth, lunged at Steve’s hand.

The lamprey missed and flopped back into the water, swimming seductively against the shark before nestling along its popped belly.

The scrap of dress was gone.

“Jesus,” Steve said, balancing on a narrow ledge of dirt a few graves away. His one foot kept sliding on the muddy banks.

They did this, Steve thought, and a bit of his anger came back. Like at Harcum, The Phone Company had stolen their dead.

When he finally decided he needed to move on, he needed to go check out this camp, needed to find a place he could take Sarah, where they could care for her and maybe treat his wound, Steve looked up and saw Janice standing by a crumbled mausoleum crowned with a broken cross, waving hello.
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His first instinct was to run, but he couldn’t really run without falling into a grave teeming with greasy life.

It wasn’t Janice, he could see that now. She wasn’t even a real blonde. Her roots had started to grow out, and Steve knew exactly who she was. He almost called out to her, but didn’t.

Too close, he thought. Their camp was right down there, but did it matter? They’d already found him. The last time he had seen Aaron, she had been fully tethered to her phone. She was one of them.

Steve checked the blonde tangles of hair around Aaron’s ears, but didn’t see an earwig. No blinking light. She wore a dress, too, no pockets. He returned her wave.

Slowly, methodically, Steve picked his way through the watery graves, trying to keep an eye on Aaron as he went.

At the road, he stopped. Aaron tensed like a deer and glanced into the woods.

An act?

He didn’t know. He didn’t even know whether the camp belonged to The Phone Company. Maybe Aaron was Aaron and they really were saved. Maybe the storm had washed away PCo’s data center, eroding the company’s hold on the town.

For a long time, Steve and Aaron stared at each other, studying each other. Every now and again, they both glanced toward the voices issuing from the church.

She looked terrible. Hair mussed. Dress torn. Puffy eyes and trembling mouth. Any minute now she would scream, and those distant voices—those loud men—they’d come raging through the cemetery uphill and Steve would have to run, losing his head start.

Just run, he thought. Now.

Aaron glanced once more at the sound of voices, then began to slink off behind the ruins of the mausoleum.

“Wait,” Steve said, holding up a hand. “Do you have a phone? I need a phone. I need to make a phone ca—”

“Shhh!” Aaron said, frowning, casting a glance at the camp.

Steve nodded.

Any minute now.

And maybe the scream would be on purpose. Maybe he was right and all this was an act. Steve had no way to tell. He didn’t own a Tether.

“I need a . . .” He made a fist, extending his pinky and thumb like a phone. This time he mouthed the word.

Aaron dug in her bra for a second, then held up her Tether. The screen, shattered into a hundred cracks, reflected Steve standing there over and over again.

“Can I . . .?” He took another step toward her, holding out his hand.

She nodded and came forward. She reeked. He probably did too. He could see old tear tracks carved into her dirty face. She looked so different without makeup. Younger, more vulnerable. Even younger than she’d looked so many years ago as Steve’s student.

Usually, Aaron was warm and too friendly, but whatever had happened to her, whatever she had been through, had left the poor girl trembling and withdrawn.

She handed the busted Tether to Steve. Even broken, the thing emitted an energy, a hum. The black skin of it felt slimy, finely scaled, and the camera, the black fish eye, never blinked. Steve put his thumb over it as he turned the thing over in his hand.

“Where’d you get this?” he said, noticing the Junior Deputy star on the back of the Tether.

Aaron looked confused and slightly shook her head.

“How’d you get Bill’s phone?”

“Bill’s?” she said, flinching at her own voice. She dropped down to a whisper. “It isn’t. It’s mine.”

“Really.” Steve looked again at the sticker, how some of the points of the star had been peeled up. He guessed it wasn’t beyond belief that Aaron and Bill had decorated their phones the same way. I guess, he thought.

This phone, like Bill’s, had black skin. But that could’ve been sheriff’s office standard issue. To match the uniforms, Steve thought.

He turned the Tether over and examined the touchscreen. “How’d it break?”

Aaron shrugged. “I really don’t remember much. You know, from before the storm. I was, I don’t know. I wasn’t myself.”

Steve nodded. At the center of the screen, the glass had broken in a circle, and the cracks sprayed outward from the circle like sunrays. Water had leaked in behind the glass.

“Looks like someone stepped on it,” Steve said. Or slammed his heel into it.

Aaron gave another shrug. “Maybe. I have no clue.”

Steve lowered the phone and searched her eyes. She kept glancing away, skittish, embarrassed.

“So afterward, after the flood, what happened to you?” Steve asked. “After your phone broke, what was it like?”

“I don’t know. It was kind of like waking up? Like being blackout drunk and waking up the next day, not knowing. I was so sick. Like having the flu and the worst hangover all at the same time. I was so afraid, Steve.”

He offered another empty nod.

Down in the camp someone laughed. Aaron hugged herself. “We need to get out of here.”

We, Steve thought. He looked through the woods. “I wanted to check out this camp first.”

“No, you don’t want to go down there.”

“Why?”

“It’s them.”

“Who?”

“Who do you think?”

Touchy, Steve thought, and changed tack. “It looked like they were helping people. Medics. Supplies. Maybe even phones.”

Aaron scratched the crook of her arm like a junkie. “Look, I know you need to make a phone call, but we need to go. If they catch us, if they find us up here—”

“I want to check it out,” Steve said, lifting the binoculars from his chest.

“Well, I’m not going. I’m leaving.”

“Where to?”

“I don’t know. Town’s. . . . They’re basically the only thing left there now. I don’t know.”

“Have you seen anyone else?”

“No,” Aaron said. “No one normal. Have you?”

“No.”

“Please don’t go down there,” she said.

“I’m only going to the tree line. Just for a peek. You could wait for me.”

“I don’t know.”

“Don’t you want to know who’s down there? Who survived? Friends. People you worked with. People you’ve known half your life.”

Like Bill, Steve thought, and wondered if she’d ask; wondered what it meant if she didn’t.

“Well,” Steve said, “do what you think’s right. You want this back?” He held out her Tether; the Tether, anyway. More than anything, he wanted to throw the damn thing away, wanted to burn it or smash it more, if only to stop its low-grade hum. But he needed to see how Aaron reacted first.

She shook her head and kept rubbing her skinny arms. “I don’t even know why I kept it in the first place.”

“Good.”

Steve lobbed the slick, black phone into one of the watery graves, which burst to life with more lampreys. The Tether sank and was gone.

Aaron shuddered, but didn’t seem upset.

“I’ll be right back,” Steve said and walked toward the timberline.

Aaron retreated a few steps into the woods, but stopped. Steve, part of him anyway, the teacher part, wanted her to stay, despite all the problems it would cause, all the responsibility it would heap upon his shoulders. He cast one last look back at her, then hid behind some chokecherry at the timberline.

Through the binoculars, Steve could see everything in the little valley before him. The church, the camp. The earwigs in everyone’s ear, how the people held up their Tethers, recording everything. Sheeple openly rutting.

The camp looked less like a refugee camp and more like a festival, complete with cotton candy booths and a ring toss.

Security, medical, and all other personnel wore Dragnet glasses. They all wore blue PCo coats as well.

The tent stamped with the red cross wasn’t even a medical tent. People lined up outside it, nursing broken limbs, contusions, and bleeding wounds, but instead of medical treatment, the woman at the little kiosk administered replacement Tethers. One lady in line appeared to have sustained a shark bite to the leg, and yet all she wanted was her new phone.

A banner hung from the front of the kiosk desk, visible every now and again through the shifting crowd:

 


Ask, and you will receive.

Search, and you will find.

Knock, and the door will be opened for you.

The Provider Provides

 


She was right, Steve thought. These people. Aaron was right. He recognized pretty much all of them. Goff, Caruthers, and Sheriff Perkins formed the backbone of security. Cathy from the diner was serving food trays like some lunch lady.

Sushi, Steve thought, focusing in on one of the trays. Fresh catch of the day.

Out in the meadow, kids of all ages lay playing on their Tethers: Meg Disney and the Dick, lying side by side; Mark Moore Jr., still wrapped for his burns; adults, too. Mary McPhail. Steve recognized every single one of them, and yet he didn’t know a single one.

Yes, you do, Marvin spoke inside his head. They’re all the same thing, man. All one company.

At the center of the encampment, huge ornate tents had been erected, twelve of them, arranged in a loose honeycomb. The rest of the camp formed a hive around them.

Out of one of these tents, the first person Steve didn’t recognize breezed through the flaps. An old woman, her robe flowing open to expose sagging wrinkles and bones. Her face, like Sarah’s, looked stretched, except way worse than Sarah’s, as if the old hag had pulled her face so tightly she couldn’t help but grin.

Then it hit him who the lady was. Something about the way she carried herself. Something about the gray, wavy hair.

It was his old math teacher, Mrs. Hayworth.



* * *



Aaron was gone by the time Steve came back. He checked behind the ruined mausoleum and stared into the woods, but didn’t see her. He prayed to God she hadn’t been some kind of trap.

Steve marched toward the back of the cemetery, where he could escape.

“I told you,” Aaron said, coming out from behind one of the trees. “They came to my house. Like, a search party.”

“Don’t you disappear on me like that,” Steve said. “Don’t you pop up on me like that.”

Aaron cringed back. “Please,” she said, shooting a worried look toward the camp.

“For all I know, you could’ve been one of them.”

“I’m sorry.”

Steve relaxed. “It’s okay.”

“Do you have any water?” Aaron asked.

“Yeah. It hasn’t been boiled, though.”

Aaron licked her lips, which Steve could see were badly cracked. “I don’t care.”

“I do,” Steve said. “I don’t need another sick person on my hands.”

“Another sick?” Aaron asked.

Steve kept his face as straight as possible. He hadn’t meant to let it slip. It was this damn hunger, this damn fog in his brain. He figured Aaron would find out sooner or later. If she didn’t, it would be because one of them was dead.

“Listen, Aaron, some very bad things have happened. I really don’t want to do this, but do you mind if I search you?”

She thought about it for a second, then shook her head. “I don’t mind.”

A bit hot in the face, Steve ran his hand along her body, feeling for anything suspicious beneath the fabric of her dress, which shifted over her skin.

“Thank you,” he said, stepping back, marveling at how silly it was to be this embarrassed. “Sorry. You can search me if you want.”

“No, I don’t need to. I trust you.”

Steve blushed again and looked at the cemetery, at all the flooded holes and fallen limbs.

The heat left him as he put her through her final test. “Aaron, I, uh, don’t know how to tell you this. Bill’s dead.”

Her face was the second plate Steve had to watch break. Her one sharp sob convinced him. He needed to get Aaron someplace safe.
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That’s the benefit, Steve thought on the hike back. Faith.

Faith that other people were being truthful and authentic. Faith they weren’t showing you false teeth. If you knew everything about everyone, if no one could truly tell a lie . . .

Take away choice and the value of honesty would recede, along with the waters of faith. And yet still, pushing his bike along the mountainside, Steve would have preferred the ability to read Aaron’s mind.

There’s an app for that, he thought, tasting his own special brand of irony, like blood in the mouth.

“Where are we going?” Aaron asked. She picked her way around a huge mud puddle on her side of the logging road, then looked ahead.

Steve watched where her eyes went. He watched the things she focused on, the way she moved, the way she thought. He listened carefully to her questions.

He had learned long ago, maybe in student government, maybe from tutoring papers: if you weren’t careful enough, word choice could give you away. Body language, too, but Steve had learned that lesson in entirely different settings.

“Not much farther now,” he said, spotting the wooded slope. The roads up here weren’t bad, actually. Maybe even drivable.

At the slope, Steve hid the bike behind a pile of trees and led Aaron down some rocks.

“This is where you’ve been staying?” she asked, following him through the back door to the McLeans’ bungalow.

“Well, no,” Steve said, stopping inside, slipping a little on the slick linoleum floor. “I thought maybe you might want to.”

Aaron looked around the kitchen, at the toppled refrigerator, the rainbowed puddles by the sink.

“There’s plenty of water in the toilet tank,” Steve said. “Boil it first, though. I’ll leave you with some matches—”

“You’re leaving me?”

“There’s a whole cupboard of pots, but, yeah, I was thinking there’s really no room back where I’m at, and there’s still plenty of canned food here I couldn’t carry out, so . . .” Steve pointed out the pantry for her. “Right there.”

“I can carry it,” Aaron offered. “Let me carry it with you, I can help. I don’t like it here anyway, I don’t like the puddles. It’s like they’ll come alive and come get me, it’s gross.”

“I don’t know,” Steve said.

“Please, Mr. Gregory?”

He wished she’d stop calling him that. She wasn’t his student anymore. Steve peered out the window at whatever was left of the backyard. “It’s not that much better out there, Aaron, trust me.”

“It is if I’m with you.”

“I don’t even have enough water.”

“Then let’s bring more.”

“Yeah, but here you could probably bleed the hot water heater. I was thinking about that. Let any rust flush out first, it’s totally potable.”

Aaron scratched her arm. “I just want to be near you. Wherever you’re staying.”

“Here.” Steve stepped forward and held out his clamshell phone. “I’ll keep the other one. I figure, turn this on every half hour or so and check for new messages. It’s got about half its battery, so. . . . These old ones last forever, too. It’ll last you, it’s a good little phone.”

Aaron wrapped her arms around herself. “Yeah, but how many bars?”

“Full,” Steve said. It was true. He’d checked the phones several times. Roaming, but great signal. As steady as a constant hum.

Aaron didn’t reach for the phone.

“Look,” Steve said, “this is the best I can do right now. I promise I’ll be in touch. And I’ll be back for you. As soon as tomorrow morning, I promise. I just can’t take you with me right now, it’s too dangerous.”

Aaron reached out, and Steve stepped closer with the phone, glad she was taking his offering and making this whole thing easier on him, because right now it was killing him, this terrible decision he had to make.

Aaron’s fingers latched onto his arm instead.

“Mr. Gregory, please, you can’t. I hear them at night.”

“They’ve already been here,” Steve said, trying to pull away from her. “They searched the entire house. Stay inside and you should be sa—”

“They’ll find me and kill me, or take me away, and I won’t be able to find my way back, I’ll be in that dark place, and I can’t go back there, Mr. Gregory, I can’t.”

“Aaron,” Steve said. Her thumb had started to dig at the edges of his bandage. A penny of pus and blood had soaked through from the pressure.

She dropped his arm. “Oh my God, I’m so sorry.”

Gritting his teeth, Steve straightened out the bandage. “It’s all right.” That pus, though. He desperately needed antibiotics. It’ll have to wait.

Already the sun was cutting west, casting the summit’s toothed shadow over Burnt Valley and Cracked Rock. More than anything, Steve needed to get back to Mars. He needed to change this bandage and make sure Sarah ate.

Aaron lifted the pot in the sink, then let it thump back into the basin. She turned the dry faucet on and off, then just left it on. “If that’s what you want.”

She wasn’t able to meet his eyes. It was a small mercy for Steve. Not big enough.

Aaron reached out to take Steve’s phone. “I’ll stay.”

Her voice was steady, but her hand was not. Her delicate, bony hand, as small and cold as his daughter’s.

Aaron would always be his student.

“Come on,” Steve said and took her hand.



* * *



The crates and tackle boxes remained stacked in front of the Shack of Silence where Steve had left them.

“In there?” Aaron asked as Steve moved the crates.

He nodded. “It’s small but it’s safe. Marv, he called it his, uh, Dead Spot. Something like that. I think all the, uh, all the junk is supposed to block their signal?”

“Oh,” Aaron said.

“Dad?”

From inside the shed.

Steve opened the doors, and Sarah, huddled around her handcuffs against the back wall, winced at the setting sun. She looked pale, gaunt. Dark circles hung around her eyes. She wasn’t trembling and sweating as much, which was good. Her face no longer looked tight like Mrs. Hayworth’s.

That had been wild, seeing his old teacher but not recognizing her.

One of the twelve, Steve thought.

He stepped over some blankets to the conspiracy web, remembering something. He had been thinking about it the whole way back. Why twelve? Why twelve of those special tents? The number sounded significant to him, and Steve was just now putting it together.

The web would help.

In the shed, it stank of body odor and mold.

“Oh my God,” Aaron said, backing away. “You’re crazy, you’re—”

“What?” Steve said, coming back.

Aaron shook a finger at him, as if she thought it could shoot like a gun. “Why do you have a girl tied up in your shed, huh, Steve?”

Ah. So he was no longer Mr. Gregory.

He hung his head. Steve realized now what this must look like to an outsider.

Girl tied up in a shed, shaved. Crazy web of string and photographs spun across the entire back wall, all related to The Phone Company. Yes, my sweet. Welcome, right into my web.

“Aaron—”

“Get away from me!” she shrieked.

Steve stopped.

“You’re The Phone Com—”

“No, he’s not!” Sarah shouted. “I attacked him! I wasn’t thinking clearly, and he burned me—I mean my phone! He saved me! Probably saved you, too.”

Aaron stopped backing away, but still looked like a deer, those trembling legs.

Once Steve was certain she wouldn’t leave, he stepped back into the shed.

“It’s up to you, Aaron. It’s not much, but if we all lie lengthwise . . .” Steve kicked some blankets into place and looked up. “I think we’ll fit.”

Aaron and Sarah stared at each other.

Aaron had calmed down somewhat.

“You were tethered too,” Sarah said. “Huh.”

“Yeah,” Aaron finally said.

“What happened? To your phone?”

“I don’t know. It broke.”

Sarah seemed to think about that for a second. “Does it ever go away?”

“What?” Steve asked. “Does what go away?”

“I can still hear it. Ringing,” Aaron said.

“Yeah.”

“Sometimes only a buzz. Then sometimes right in my ear.”

“Me too,” Sarah said.

Steve’s eyes flicked from one girl to the other. Yet again, he was on the outside looking in. Aaron and Sarah shared some bond he would never understand because he’d never connected. They had a secret language, a shorthand, a text speak for the mind.

“I think you’ve just got to hang up,” Sarah said. “At least for me.”

“Yeah.”

The girls fell silent then, but they stared at each other, almost in awe of each other, the way the last bit of light hit Aaron’s hair, the way Sarah’s eyes caught its rays so that the iris itself appeared to glow.

Steve cleared his throat and finished arranging the bedding. He stepped back to the wall, to the web. That was the last thing Aaron really seemed uncertain of.

“I think Marvin was on to something,” Steve explained.

Aaron nodded, and that seemed to be the end of it.

She would stay.



* * *



When dark fell, Steve started up the barbecue to boil water and heat up lentil soup. He thought about what he’d discovered in Bill and Marvin’s web.

The Top Twelve.

That was the phrase he remembered. It had become a buzzword there for a while in town. <The Top Twelve, the Top Twelve.> Everyone wanted to be in the Top Twelve.

The X-code on the McLeans’ bungalow had sparked the memory. The code at the top, 10/12.

Ten out of the Top Twelve they’d found? Not in that one house, but maybe in their whole search of Cracked Rock? Like some kind of running tally.

In the web, just like Steve remembered, Bill had pinned up pictures. A couple dozen suspects Bill had been trying to narrow down to twelve. A lot of them were descendants of the town founders, some of the same people who had opened the gates of Harcum Cemetery for PCo.

Among them, Mrs. Hayworth smiled, a picture Bill hadn’t x-ed out. There were two others, too, that kept Steve brooding well after he’d stepped away from the web.

Aaron came over and dropped an armful of wood scraps in a wide, clear area amid the junk.

“What’re you doing?” Steve said from the barbecue.

“Fire.”

“No way. The light.”

She stared at him. “But I’m cold.”

No doubt. Her dress, dirty and ripped, tickled just above her skinned knee.

“Marvin had some thicker flannels,” Steve said. “In the Airstream. You could take the flashlight, go get one.”

Aaron looked over at the dark hulks of Cydonia and shivered. “Come with?”

“Uh . . .” Steve stirred the beans.

“Dad?” Sarah called from the Shack of Silence, just a huddled, dark shape in the shed.

“Be right there,” Steve called back.

“Mr. Gregory, please?” It was like Aaron was asking permission for the bathroom pass.

On the grill, the toilet water came to a rolling boil. Steve set the pot on a small TV tray he’d found in the junk, then checked the lentils. “Someone has to stay with the soup.”

“I can stir. Move.” Aaron took the spoon from him and nudged him aside. “Ooo,” she said, warming her hands over the briquettes.

“Fine,” Steve said. “Let me just . . .”

He walked over to the SoS and shined the light inside. “I’m going to the trailers. Aaron’s cold.”

“’Kay,” Sarah said.

“Need anything?”

“Dad?”

“Yeah.”

“Will you please let me go?”

Steve leaned in the doorway, lingering with the light on Sarah’s face before lowering it to the blanket puddled around her knees.

“I’ll be right back,” he said. “We’ll talk about it.”

“Okay.”

He started to leave.

“Dad?” Sarah said.

“Yeah? What’s up?”

“You found Aaron. We’ll find JJ, too.”

Steve nodded.

He wanted to believe it.

On his way to the trailers, Steve thought about the other pictures he’d seen on the board. Sarah’s had never been x-ed out. Hadn’t Bill said she was Top Twelve?

He couldn’t remember.

She really did seem to be getting better. With their situation changing, maybe Sarah would be better off if she could run or fight.

Marvin’s Airstream reeked of the food rotting in the fridge. Steve went to the bedroom, to the closet. Clothes spewed out from boxes and sacks. Coats crowded each other’s hangers off the rack. Steve grabbed one of the puffy flannels, but stopped when the back door swung shut.

He listened.

A low whisper.

A whistle, then a howl.

Steve walked out and splashed the door with his light. The wind sucked it open and clapped it shut again.

That door had been shut.

Locked, even.

Steve had secured it himself.

He caught the door before it could slam again and shined his light out. Nothing but woods behind the trailer. Here and there, a random piece of junk rusted among the trees. A thresher. An old plow.

He shut the door and threw the lock. Steve pushed against it to make sure it couldn’t open by itself.

On his way back to the shed, he swept the Terraformer with his flashlight, throwing huge shadows. The junkyard really was a terrible place. So many heaps of things, so many places to hide.

By the time he returned to the Dead Zone, Aaron no longer stood at the barbecue.

“Aaron?” he shouted, running toward the shed.

“In here!”

Aaron had already emptied the lentil soup into bowls, and she was feeding Sarah. “Yours is on the bed.”

“Thanks,” Steve said, handing her the flannel. “Hey, did you open the back door to the Airstream?”

“I don’t think so. I did go in there earlier. To get newspaper. Open up, sweetie.”

Sarah did, and took another bite from the spoon. “Mmm,” she said, closing her eyes.

Steve propped up a metal chair outside the shed. He kept watch while he ate, thinking about that door.

“Mmm,” he said, finally realizing. “Damn good soup.”

“Thank you,” Aaron said.

Steve chased it with a drink of water, which was still pretty warm and boiled bland, but refreshing enough.

“That dress,” Sarah said, when Steve’s flashlight played over Aaron. “It’s like one of my mom’s.”

Aaron smoothed out the hems. “Bill always liked this one. Blondes too,” she said, lifting a lock of hair. Aaron scooped up more lentils, but Sarah frowned at the spoon.

“No, thanks.”

“You’re sure?” Aaron said.

“Yeah. I can’t hold much down. You can have it if you want.”

Aaron happily dug into the soup, oblivious. Steve had seen what had happened, the change that had come over Sarah’s face. Bill. They were both still messed up about Bill.

Steve really didn’t feel like eating either, but he needed to keep his fuel up, so he did. For the next few minutes, only the sound of spoons clinking against bowls filled the makeshift campground. Marvin would have been proud.

After a few more gulps of water, Steve sat back and burped. The girls laughed. Steve kind of did, too. Staring at Aaron’s little pile of wood, he really did wish they could build a fire.

As the girls were getting ready for bed, Sarah slid her handcuffs up the wall support. “Hey, Dad?”

“Oh, Sarah, I totally forgot.”

“It’s okay.”

“Why didn’t you remind me?”

“We all got sidetracked, it’s okay. You’ve got so much on your mind. It’s just . . . they’re starting to hurt.”

“Yeah, of course.” Steve leaned over with the key, and as the cuffs fell away, Sarah whimpered and sighed, curling over to cradle her hands.

“I’ve got some ointment,” Steve said, reaching for the backpack.

“I’m closer,” Aaron said. She got the tube from the pack and helped massage the antibiotic cream into Sarah’s abrasions. “Next we’ll change your bandage,” Aaron told Steve. “Maybe put some of this ointment around the wound.”

“No, I can do it.”

She smiled, gently rubbing both of Sarah’s tiny wrists. “Please?”

“Okay,” Steve said.

While he waited, he found himself returning to the conspiracy web. It had been gnawing at him this entire time, something he’d seen but wanted to unsee.

What had Sarah said? We’ll find him? She had been right. There was JJ, a picture of him anyway, smiling back at Steve from The Provider’s Top Twelve.
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Steve licked the paper and rolled the cigarette shut, but didn’t strike the match.

He’d found the tobacco in Marv’s trailer and had debated whether or not to take it. It had been the aroma of the fresh tobacco, so much like raisins, that convinced him. Steve had never forgotten that, the smell.

It took him back to better times. Bar night with Bill. The afterglow with Janice. The scent alone sparked a craving inside him, and not just for cigarettes. More than anything, Steve was addicted to the past.

Covenant, he thought, turning the cigarette between his thumb and forefinger, enjoying the crinkle of tobacco against thin paper. He held up the match and twirled it in the opposite direction.

He’d thought a lot about mental addiction, about how, in large part, we get hooked on ritual. People love repetition. Petting a dog, prayer, singing the same song over and over, reading the paper or checking your phone—even exercise or the rake of cigarette smoke on the back of the throat, repetition is soothing, especially in alleviating anxiety. And, oh boy, Steve had anxiety.

The shed creaked open behind him.

Steve’s hand went to the lead pipe leaning against his fold-up chair. “Sarah?”

Aaron winced and eased the door shut behind her. “Sorry.” She was wearing nothing but Marv’s musty flannel and the white slip of her dress. “I couldn’t sleep,” she said. She had both her hands tucked into the sleeves.

Steve’s hand relaxed on the bar. “Is Sarah—”

“Like an angel.” Aaron cozied into the fold-up chair next to him. “These are nice.”

“I pulled them from the junk,” Steve said. Aaron’s seat was held together with fraying duct tape and hope.

“Can I bum one?” she asked.

Steve passed her the cigarette. “Didn’t know you smoked.”

“Socially, sometimes. I’ve never seen you do it.”

“I don’t, really. I mean, I used to. But I made a promise.” He struck the match and lit the cigarette for her.

Aaron took a few puffs, then a long draw. She offered the glowing cigarette back, letting smoke curl into the air between them. “I dare you,” she said, holding her breath.

“Too late.” Steve waved the cigarette away. Now that it was lit, he remembered why he hated it.

“Who’d you break it to?” Aaron asked.

Steve peered into the sky. Stars sprayed out above them, bright in the absence of man-made light. He saw something, a speck no bigger than a distant star, except it moved.

Satellite.

He looked to the ground, kicked at a bolt. “Doesn’t matter.”

They sat in silence after that, and Steve found the sound of Aaron smoking (her lips coming off the wet end, her quick breath, in and out) oddly soothing. It reminded him of Janice.

It reminded him, too, of Janice’s oxygen mask, which had also sounded like someone smoking, a wet, desperate, mechanical sound filling her hospital room.

“Marv was pretty crazy about them, huh,” Aaron said, staring at the blinking eye of the cell tower. “The Phone Company.”

“Yeah.”

“You think he was right?”

Steve traced the sky for constellations, the icons and legends of the stars. “Don’t know. I’ve studied his little web in there. It’s all pretty crazy. But it’s starting to make sense.”

Ah, there was one: Cancer, of course.

It’s all connected.

“I’ve seen them turn people into monsters,” Steve said. “They can make it rain fish. I have to operate now as if anything’s possible.” Anything, he thought, looking for more satellites.

Aaron blew out smoke and gazed into the stars as well. “I remember now. Bits and pieces. I had this app, The Hubble. It was on my glasses. I could zoom in on any galaxy I wanted to.”

“Huh,” Steve said. He watched her as she talked. He’d been cocking his ear to the radio in the moving van this same way, trying to determine the movements of his enemy. Any intel, any scrap of data he could mine, would only serve him.

Besides, he genuinely wanted to know the psychology of being connected. What was it really like inside the head of The Provider’s Top Twelve?

He wanted to know, if only to help them, if only to help his neighbors, students, co-workers, and everyone else just hang the fuck up, cut the cord, smash the phone, scatter the pieces in five different fires.

Aaron took a pull on her cigarette. “I could zoom in on any planet. Like, way in. There was this diamond planet. I watched it melt as its star kind of . . . I can’t remember if it went nova or what this star did, but it was beautiful, Steve.”

“I bet.”

“And since it had all happened in the past, you know, like, how the starlight we see could be from stars that are already dead? But they’d captured it all, you know, on the Tether, so you could fast-forward and rewind. Time-lapse, I guess.”

“Wow.” Steve tried to imagine it, a melting, burning diamond deep in space. “You find any life?”

Aaron frowned, staring off into her memory. “No. I don’t think so. I don’t remember any life. I did get some sort of signal. Like, from way out there. I don’t know. Dragnet couldn’t even read it, so . . .”

Steve swallowed and found his throat dry. The smoke wasn’t helping. He found he could barely draw in a breath, he was so averse to it.

Aaron shivered in her padded flannel. “Steve?” she said in a lost little voice. “Will you kill him for me? You have to promise you’ll kill him.”

At first, he didn’t know who she was talking about. Then he thought maybe she meant Graham. If there was anyone on Earth Steve really wanted to kill, it was that son of a bitch. The magician behind the parade and assembly, the terrorist behind the plane crash and the video game Drones—if it all truly connected, as spastic as the Martian’s Gordian web, then certainly the web all spun back to Graham.

He sighed and slouched back, resigning himself to Aaron’s secondhand smoke. “I’m working on it,” he said.

Aaron finished her cigarette quietly. At the end, she squeezed off the coal, but she was barefoot, so Steve ground the cherry beneath his heel for her.

Her hand lit on his coat. It hurt, just for a moment. Her touch was light, and, really, she hadn’t shown this side of herself since he’d found her. It was nice to be reminded of who they’d been before, even if it hurt.

“You know, Bill was right.”

Oh no, Steve thought. Bill had always been trying to set up Steve and Aaron on a date. He wondered what Bill had told her.

“You’re easy to talk to,” she said, and it actually hurt. He’d expected something pat like “you’re nice,” but Bill had nailed Steve’s character right to the quick.

Aaron lifted her hand, leaving a dull throb in the dog bite.

“I’d keep watch, but yaaaaah.” Aaron stretched and yawned.

“Go,” Steve said. “Get some rest.”

“Okay, well, goodnight.”

Aaron got up, took two steps, and stopped.

This time when her hand lit on Steve’s arm, it was like Barksdale all over again. Steve could feel pockets of infected flesh rupturing and tissues compressing, could feel the trickles of his own blood.

On the far side of the Shack of Silence, a huge roadblock of crushed pop cans, copper pipes, and lead weights obstructed the path leading deeper into the Dead Zone. Aaron was staring at something atop the blockade. Steve saw it too, something watching. A glowing alien head.

He shot it with his flashlight, but the dark figure ducked behind a tangle of pipes. A crunch, a rattle. The hollow clatter of cans, then nothing but Steve’s beating heart.

“Aaron,” he said, whispering in her ear. “Guard Sarah.” He grabbed the lead pipe from beside his chair and slinked away to a stack of old refrigerators.

He’d found it earlier. The fridges formed a sort of buttress to shore up miscellaneous lead, copper, and aluminum shielding. On the backside, an aluminum ladder leaned against the refrigerators. Steve climbed to the top and peered down at the roadblock.

The alien head stopped and looked back, a hovering green oval. Black eyes, blacker mouth.

Vedder’s T-shirt, Steve thought.

JJ’s.

The alien sneaked out of sight behind a bend in the junk. Steve climbed down and chased after it, deeper into the winding passageway, past coils and springs and chassis of junk. He wanted to call out, but the flashlight was bad enough. Clattering through the pop cans was bad enough. He was giving himself away.

The glowing alien peeked around a corner before disappearing.

Trap, Steve thought.

But he didn’t go back.

He couldn’t.

What if it was JJ?

What if he was like Aaron, and the storm had knocked his phone out?

Steve reached the corner and stopped. The pathway opened into a larger arena, totally framed by stacks and stacks of cars. The stacks bowed out, like an exterior wall for something larger.

The arena was completely deserted. Steve turned. Nothing lurking behind him, either.

Steve flicked off his flashlight and backed up, hiding behind a stack of car doors that stood against the far wall. He let his eyes adjust to the dark.

No glowing alien head.

That’s when Steve realized: the head was on a shirt. Not on the back, but on the front of it. The rest of the shirt was black. So JJ could’ve been standing anywhere out there right now with his back turned, just another piece of the black.

Backing up more and more, Steve inched his thumb to the button on the flashlight; his fingerprint rasped over the crosshatched grip.

The alien popped up atop the huge ring of cars.

Steve splashed it with light.

“JJ?”

He was sure it was his son, although his son looked healthier and better groomed than he’d looked his entire life. No hat, his face pulled tight and his hair nicely combed, not matted and frayed like Aaron and Steve’s.

<You left your daughter in the wrong hands, Steve.>

The voice was JJ’s, but digitized. The boy grinned even wider, if that was possible, then jumped down behind the cars.

Steve clambered up the far side, keeping his distance, denting fenders and hoods and stepping onto doorframes and nearly twisting his ankle in the pancakes of metal.

“Holy shit!” he said, teetering at the top. The earth disappeared below him. Coins littered the rim of the hole, and he could see more glittering at various depths in the crack. Cars had crashed down into the pit, too. Steve’s light couldn’t reach the bottom.

“JJ?”

The boy was gone. Not hiding amongst the cars, or on the glittery ledge ringing the hole. He’d vanished into the crack.

Steve heard screaming and scrambled back toward the shed. Down the caldera of cars, through the twisted passageways, over the mountain of cans and jabbing pipes.

He ran as fast as his heart could pump blood to his legs, and still the alien head beat him to the shed. It slinked away before Steve could hit it with his light.

Gripping the lead pipe, Steve threw open the shed.

This close, Sarah’s screams hurt his ears.

In nothing but the slip of her dress, Aaron crouched over Sarah. One of the knives Steve had stolen from Bill’s house lay next to Aaron’s bare foot.

Bloody.

Aaron looked back just as Steve hit her with the pipe.

It jarred his arms, the way it connected with the whole side of her skull, right over the temple.

Aaron fell and her legs sprawled out in a spasm, kicking Steve, kicking Sarah, catching the side of the shed.

Steve didn’t want to hit her again, didn’t want to, but she was one of them. So he hit her again, this time smashing her forehead, the bridge of her nose, which crumpled and squirted blood.

Aaron’s body trembled, and she stared through stringy bangs into the slice of light. Steve picked up the flashlight from where he’d dropped it. The beam bounced from Aaron’s brightening blood to Sarah’s wad of blankets and tangle of legs.

Each scream came in a short pulse, timed to the rhythm of Sarah clawing at the side of her head. Her fingers came away bloody, like the knife.

“Sarah, Sarah, Sarah,” Steve said, kneeling beside her, trying to pry her hand away.

Her ear.

Something in her ear.

A slick black shell of a thing.

A PCo earpiece, ripped halfway out. Bloody tentacles, or maybe wires, clawed for her ear canal, suckering to take root. Some of them had already been cut.

Steve ripped the thing out and stomped it over and over, and it cracked like a snail shell, with something like snail guts inside it.

It got wrapped up in the blankets with all Steve’s flailing, so he kicked the whole lump out of the shed.

“Sarah, can you hear me? Are you all right?” Steve leaned down to help her, but Sarah sat up and pushed him aside, staring at Aaron.

“Oh my God, what did you do?”

“Sarah, please—”

“She was helping me!”

“What?”

Sarah’s eyes welled over. “Oh my God, Dad, she was helping!”
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Cutting it out, Steve thought while Sarah sobbed in a corner. He was putting together the puzzle of Aaron’s death, and the bloody knife was the first edge piece.

Steve looked at the lump of blankets, remembering the tentacles he’d seen, remembering how some of them had been cut, and then there was that thing JJ had said before disappearing into the crack, and Steve roared, tearing at Marvin’s conspiracy web because he’d been fooled.

Color-coded strands popped loose into string, and newspaper clippings ripped. Pictures fluttered to the ground, but Steve kept tearing, knowing he was messing everything up, but perhaps mutilating it for that very reason. Because there’s that dark little streak that hopes everything dies or gets worse, that nasty little part that prays for the flood to keep flooding and destroy everything.

Sarah screamed at him to stop, but Steve didn’t stop, not until his fingernails raked open corkboard.

He slid down the wall, tangled up in strings. He kept tearing at his sweaty hair while Sarah wept and Aaron stared at the ceiling.

Below his feet, pictures had fallen in random patterns. Steve saw a picture of the data center, a picture of Graham.

Kidnapper.

Corrupter.

Deceiver.

Steve had told Aaron he would kill him. The pictures on the floor showed him just the moving van to do it with.

PCo was going down.
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<Call BOMB>

Steve stared at his clamshell’s tiny screen, checking the new contact against the number on the front of Marv’s notebook. He’d been keeping the book in Bill’s backpack.

“Save,” he said. He had to narrate what he was doing sometimes. Burning through one life-or-death choice right after another was like programming a VCR; it didn’t come naturally to him. Today, Steve was being forced to do both.

He pressed SAVE. His tired old eyes had finally found it. “How do I put this on speed dial?”

Sarah shook her head, which wobbled as if completely empty. “You’ll butt-dial it.”

“Look.” Steve clapped the phone shut. “Butt-proof.”

Sarah shrugged. She, too, looked tired. Rings around her eyes. If they weren’t both so damned tired, the conversation might actually have been funny.

“Your butt’s called me before, so. . . . Just saying.” Sarah drifted off. She stared at the sunny wad of the dress where Aaron had shucked it. Next to the dress lay a comforter and, beneath it, a lump.

Steve couldn’t look at the lump. He had to do what he did best and compartmentalize it, shove it in the back of the van along with Marv’s corpse and everything else he wanted to forget.

Later, he would force himself to feel it, all of it. Right now he had to steer his mind back to the anger. Had to honk its goddamn horn and peel out in it.

First, though, he had to get the hell out of the Terraformer without running into any floating alien heads.

“Can you walk?”

Sarah sniffed. Tears hung from her eyelashes in shiny drops, but she had stopped crying. “Where’d she go?”

“Sarah? If you need help, I can help.”

“Where is she?”

Steve followed her gaze to the dress. “Listen, I saw JJ. They’ll be coming. Let’s go.”

“Where is she, Dad, why won’t you tell me?”

Sarah seemed more frightened of this question than of anything else. Not about Graham, not about PCo, not about the fact that her brother was lurking outside and Sarah now had a bloody ear and bloody hair, and there was a lump and a summery dress discarded near a bloody pipe. Steve didn’t understand it. Was she talking existentially, or just being obtuse?

“I remember I could call Mom,” she said, “like on my Tether. She wouldn’t tell me, either. Like, I would ask but she’d never say where she was. She’d talk about anything else.”

“Sarah, this isn’t even . . .”

Honk.

Run ’em over.

Shove the rest in the back.

“Listen, we have to leave—”

“But where is she?”

“Mom?”

“Aaron, Anastasia, Mom. Me. I mean, she always believed in going to church. She’d taught me the whole time I was growing up. That’s what we do, we go to church. But on my phone, it was like she couldn’t even say it, couldn’t even say His name, like she was being watched. The sound, like she was in some kind of call center, in a cubicle or something with some manager breathing down her neck. But where? I’ve never even heard of a place like that.”

“I honestly don’t know,” Steve said. It hurt him, the shattered look in her eyes; the abject hopelessness. She needed an answer from him, the one person she relied on most, and Steve had nothing.

He couldn’t tell her the deeper truth, his growing fear. What was he supposed to say? Maybe there’s only evil? Maybe there’s only one place?

“I don’t know,” he said again. “Other than into the ground, I don’t . . .”

They both zoned out.

It was getting bad, the shock. Steve had almost forgotten he was in a hurry.

“Can we at least bury her?” Sarah asked.

“We’ll come back.”

“Dad—”

“I promise. We have to go. Can you walk? Do you need help?”

“Yeah,” Sarah said. “I can walk.” But she couldn’t. Sarah grabbed at the wall of batteries and rebar and pulled herself up.

Steve grabbed the backpack and guided her to the van. No alien head. No movement in the junkyard. Everything as still as Mars.

The moving van sat in the niche of junk where Steve had hidden it. He stopped dead when he saw a face in the driver’s seat.

No, not a face.

The moon.

A few minutes later, the van’s headlights were cutting through the woods of the logging road, and the fuel drums were sloshing happily in back.

“Here,” Steve said. He offered Janice’s home phone to Sarah. “Take Mom’s. Just in case.”

Sarah eyeballed it, as if it had tentacles and could destroy entire schools. “Does it even work?”

“Roaming, but yeah. It’s still got a little bit of life left. It’s not dangerous. It was Mom’s.”

“I know.” Sarah took it.

“I’m on speed dial,” Steve said. “Number two.”

For a fraction of a second, he expected JJ to chime up from the backseat with a wisecrack.

Sarah tucked the home phone deep into the pockets of her baggy tie-dyed sweats, which they’d taken from Marv’s. Steve focused on the drive.

Earlier, before finding Aaron, he had found a BLM road near Mountain View. It dumped out over by O’Donald’s, if he remembered correctly. Steve and his motley crew used to smoke cigarettes out there, littering the shoulders in soda bottles, candy wrappers, and butts.

From there, Steve was hoping to find back roads to the data center on the other side of town. These roads had steered him straight so far. Sure, they got a little too narrow. Sometimes it was hard without power steering, but he took his time and went slowly and he was good. He wanted to avoid Main Street, if there still was one.

Over the hills and through sloppy mud holes, Steve guided the van. Sarah stared at a dark shape below them.

The McLeans’, Steve thought.

Sarah had spent time there as a kid. Barbecues, birthdays; that one time Steve and Bill went to help build a deck. Mr. McLean had gotten drunk that day. It was the first time Steve had heard the old coot cuss.

He didn’t tell Sarah about the X-code he’d found by the McLeans’ door. That, too, could get crammed into the back.

Before the long slalom down to the cemetery, Steve turned off his lights and crept to a stop behind a large deposit of muddy trees and root wads. He peered with the binoculars into the dark.

From here, Mountain View was smaller than a square in a quilt. The encampment and stained glass of the church had become a field of stars guarded by glowing angels.

“She said they were handing out Tethers down there,” Sarah said, gazing at the church. “Aaron.”

Steve lowered the binoculars and looked at her. He saw the need in her eyes and sighed. “If we can see them from here, they can see us. Probably hear us, too. This old bastard barely has a muffler.”

“What’re we going to do?”

Steve turned on the parking lights and crept forward in minimal light. “Drive.” There was no other choice.

“Dad,” Sarah said, fumbling for the oh-shit handle; the van bounced through big sloppy potholes. Didn’t matter. Steve kept chugging along in low and crept his way through.

Down around a hillside, over ruts clogged with bits of rock and mussel shells, he and Sarah passed the cemetery. The camp was right down there. Through the woods, he could see the lights.

A glowing alien head stepped behind a tree.

Steve nearly braked.

Alien head, or just more smoke and mirrors?

He couldn’t be sure.

The anger, he thought, reminding himself, trying his best not to flip on the lights and lunge his way out of there like some startled boar.

A few thousand feet from the cemetery and the camp, Steve decided it was safe to flip on his lights. A chasm gaped directly ahead of him, the dirt, roots, and rock of the opposite cliff exposed in the headlights.

“Dad!” Sarah screamed.

Steve had to pump on the brakes before he could slam them. The old van slid to a stop. Gravel crumbled out from under the tires and bounced once before plummeting. The fuel drums thumped around in back, almost pushing them forward, over the edge.

“Back up, back up!”

Steve ground the gears into reverse, and the vehicle jerked backwards, skidding out before cutting out completely. He’d killed it. But they were safe.

“Damn it,” he said, hitting the old cracked dash.

“What do we do?”

Steve checked his mirror, saw the road splashed red behind them; brake lights. No room to turn around, not without power steering.

“The cemetery,” he said.

“We can’t.”

Steve started the van. “Hell we can’t. It’s the only way. It’s the closest way to get down to the road we need.”

“They’ll see us!”

Steve considered that. “Probably already have.”

Gawking, crying, sweating, Sarah grabbed for her handle and Steve backed up, back to the tree where he’d spotted the alien head. Back to the cemetery above the enemy camp.

This night was really shaping up.
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Graves yawned all around them. Steve drove slowly, quietly, with nothing but the parking lights again.

Something ahead of them moved, but it was just a moth. The lights of the camp grew brighter through the trees. Sometimes in the switchbacks down the hill, Steve wasn’t facing the camp and couldn’t see it. He kept one eye on his side mirror during these stretches.

Torches, big groups of townsfolk with pitchforks and axes, maybe a lone guy with a chainsaw—Steve was expecting some sort of welcoming party, but no one was coming.

Sarah kept squirming in her seat, leaning forward. Steve felt uncomfortable in his, as well, the lumpy cushion, the worn-out springs. Even they were too loud.

They drove right past the church, past the medical tents and everything, and no one came running. No shots fired. No guards, no lone person smoking. Nothing. Only the fluttering rescue tents, the lit-up church, and the encampment beyond.

Steve made it to the main road and turned.

He kept an eye on the mirror.

PCo, Graham, they could shift time and change the weather. They could shake the earth. Yet they couldn’t catch a measly old moving van belching exhaust right past their camp?

Ahead, orange cones reflected Steve’s headlights.

“The roads,” he said.

Where the storm had washed away huge chunks of pavement and roadbed, The Phone Company had restored the lines of transportation as best they could. Sometimes, where the storm had done severe damage, the road narrowed to a single lane. Despite all that, even new traffic lines had been painted.

“Maybe for their search?” Steve said. Because the other thought, that this was all too easy, scared the hell out of him.

“Maybe,” Sarah said.

Steve eyed the heavy machinery that hulked in the farther reaches. He expected the eyes of the backhoe to flare to life, expected its arm to take a swipe at the van. The cab seemed to watch him as Steve put it in the side mirror.

Watching, waiting . . .

“Where is everyone?” Steve asked as they passed through town. Sarah stared at O’Donald’s, as if expecting to see her old co-workers there. The front of the restaurant had been torn off, exposing a jumble of plastic tables and chairs.

The whole strip mall behind it had been severely eroded. PCo was using what was left of the parking lot to store gravel, concrete mix, and road dividers.

Farther on, past piles of wrecked cars, downed trees, and heaps of mud and debris, they came upon the other edge of town. Hayworth Diner had been scraped off the face of the planet, leaving nothing but pieces of plumbing and parts of the foundation. Tangles of wood and metal furniture tumbled into the dark field. A whole booth lay out there on its side.

Opposite the diner, perfectly intact, sat the data center. No cars in the lot, which was brightly lit. No construction materials. Steve was relieved to see it empty.

He would’ve blown it up anyway, no matter who was inside, but he felt glad he didn’t have to sacrifice anyone he knew. After this, after he blew this popsicle stand sky-high, he believed everyone would wake up. He’d save them the way he’d saved Sarah. He’d hate to break any eggs in the process. He would if he had to, though. He thought he could, anyway.

Steve pulled into the lot. He parked behind the building where no one could see him and pulled the keys out of the ignition. They jangled in his shaky hand.

“Ready?”

Sarah nodded.

“Keep a watch out for me? I need you to keep watch.”

“Okay, okay.”

They got out. Steve threw open the back of the van and hopped up. The smell hit him again. He ignored it and kept his flashlight away from the tie-dyed lump tucked between the fifty-gallon drums.

With the light, he checked out the burner phone Marv had wired to the dynamite.

“Sarah. Notebook. Please.”

She grabbed the backpack from the cab and dug the notebook out for him.

“Thanks.”

“Just hurry up,” she said, rubbing her arms.

Steve flipped the notes open to the detonator. Marvin had diagrammed it hastily, and Bill had scratched in new annotations, but it all made some sort of sense. Steve compared the drawing to the burner phone, a clamshell like his.

The faceplate of the burner had been removed, exposing the circuitry around the caller ID. The vibrating motor had also been extracted. Its wires plugged directly into the blasting caps for the dynamite, so instead of vibrating . . .

Following Marv and Bill’s (and Chuck’s) directions, Steve unplugged the wires and powered on the burner.

<HELLO> the screen said.

Once it loaded, Steve reattached the wires and stepped back. He compared everything to the notebook one last time.

It’s all good, man, Marv said, and Steve stole a glance at the tie-dyed lump, further dyed by all the putrid excretions. Chucky says it’s all good.

Thanks, Steve thought. He wished there had been time. To bury Aaron, to bury Marvin. But maybe this was how the Martian would want to go out. A fitting tribute.

“Dad.”

“Coming.”

He hopped down, shut the door, and pulled Sarah up the hill behind the data center.

“Whoa,” Steve said, pointing to a landslide a couple hundred yards up. Sitting atop it, its north and south wings sitting at weird angles, was Mrs. Hayworth’s mansion. The huge shattered window at the center of the house stared down at them.

“Perfect,” Steve said. Far enough away from the blast, and big enough to shield them from it, yet close enough for a spectacular view.

Like a painting, Steve thought, but that only made him think of Bill and how much he wished he were here to see this. Whatever Bill had done (or hadn’t done), he deserved to see this fireball, too.

“Dad, Dad, Dad,” Sarah said, stopping him three-quarters of the way up. She was looking at the parking lot, where, striding into the pool of light, was JJ.

Steve and Sarah watched the boy present his eye to the retinal scanner, then step inside.

“Come on,” Steve said. He and Sarah hurried the rest of the way to Hayworth’s mansion. They climbed over chunks of the foundation to the back of the south wing, where they waited, they watched. JJ never came out.

Steve pulled out his cell phone.

<Call BOMB>

His thumb hovered over the call button.

“Don’t,” Sarah said.

“I’m not going to.”

“Then what are you doing?”

“I don’t know.” Steve squinted at the data center. “What if it’s a trick?”

“That was JJ. I saw him.”

“But he’s one of them now. Or he’s an illusion. Who knows? It’s just weird that my son, my own son, just happens to go into the very building I want to blow up.”

“They know we’re here,” Sarah said. “If they know we’re here, why aren’t they coming to get us?”

They both fell silent and peered into the darkness around them. Nothing. Nothing they could see, anyway. Only vague shapes and dark hulks. Creaks coming from inside the mansion; the house was settling.

Steve turned back to the data center.

Trick, he thought.

Had to be.

He had been fooled once, into killing Aaron. He refused to keep walking into their traps.

Except what if it wasn’t a trap? What if they only wanted him to believe it was? But why, to what end? To trick him into blowing up his own son?

They’d tricked him into smoking that cigarette, so Steve had to admit it was possible. The Phone Company was evil. Who could even grasp their motives, their needs?

He did know, or at least Graham had implied, that PCo needed Steve to make the choices himself. They couldn’t force him. Or so Graham would have him believe.

Steve’s thumb worried at the raised rubber, the tactile bump of the CALL button.

“Give me your phone,” he said.

“Why?”

“Just do it.”

Sarah handed over the home phone, and Steve programmed the bomb number into her contacts. He turned both phones to vibrate before handing hers back.

“Wait here,” he said.

“What? No. You can’t leave me here, you can’t.”

“Sarah, listen. If something goes wrong, if they catch me, you have to blow it up.”

“No!”

“Goddamn it, listen to your father. Whether I’m clear of that bomb or not, you blow it up. It’s the only way.”

“Dad, please.”

He tore away from her. “Just text me first. Give me a chance, okay? If you can? B for bomb?”

“Dad!”

“B for bomb.”

Steve left. He tucked his phone in his jacket pocket, but left the clamshell open. His finger sought out the tactile bump of the CALL button, memorizing its location on the numpad. Just in case.

Then he was entering the light of the parking lot and couldn’t see anything beyond his bubble of light.

Steve crept his way toward the only door, very aware of how his own shadow stretched out and crept up behind him. The security camera stared at him. It didn’t move. It didn’t blink. It stared, as if it had always known he was there.

No point in it, Steve thought.

No point in sneaking around.

He had the upper hand, even if they caught him. One signal to Sarah and Steve would win. He’d save the town and he’d save his daughter, even if they lost him and JJ.

No point, he thought, and he marched right up to the data center door and pounded. The retinal scan laid out a red beam. He put his eye in it, for fun.

“See me?” he said, opening his eye as wide as it would go, all bloodshot and roving. “Ding dong!”

The door popped, swung open. Steve jumped back. The space beyond let out a quiet breath.

He listened. No other sound. No whir of fans. No electronic crunching of hard drives. He reached out and nudged the door wide. He had expected servers. Racks and racks with cables going everywhere, with scatters of colored lights, idiot, blind, but still somehow sentient in their columns and rows. He saw none of that here, though.

The brick formed a hollow shell, echoing from wall to wall to wall. Empty, except for an old switchboard in the middle, and an old gramophone-looking contraption on a table. The strange setup sat atop the concrete pad of the First Step.

“Hello?” Steve said.

No one was there. And there weren’t any other doors leading into any other rooms. No other exits.

“JJ?”

Right behind him, a voice said, <Hola. Guten tag. Ni hao.>
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“Oh, Steve!” Graham said over the ringing of his Tether. “Hello!”

<Hello, hello!>

“Just a sec.” Graham held up a finger and took the call. “Yes? Mmm-hmm? Oh, really? Okay. Okay. Okay.”

Steve could hear the person on the other end of the line. No actual words. Just a distorted <wah wah wah.> He tried to step around Graham, but Graham jabbed his Tether into Steve’s midsection and shocked him, driving him backward into the data center. Steve went sprawling.

Gravestones paved the floor of the big empty shell. Gravestones from Harcum. The monuments protruded a bit from the concrete like tiles, engraved with the names of all those great men who had built the town, men who had mountains, streams, and roads named after them, they’d had that much influence on the town. Names of families that, all these generations later, still found their home in Cracked Rock. The edges of these stones bit into Steve’s hip as he crashed to the floor.

Graham stepped in and shut the door with an echoing slam.

<Wah wah wah?>

“Yes,” Graham said into his phone.

<Wah.>

“I understand.

<Wah.>

“Okay. Okay.”

Click.

Graham’s phone slipped like a greasy fish from his white-gloved hand into his suit pocket. “Where were we?” he said and walked around Steve, who convulsed on the floor, grating his ribs against gravestones, his spittle pooling in one of the engravings.

 


TO EARTH A CHILD IS LOST,

TO HEAVEN A CHERUB BORN

 


“Ah,” Graham said, “yes.” He approached the switchboard and weird antique, which looked like an old phone, only disassembled, its cables and different parts exposed. “Do you know much about the inventor of the telephone? Did you know he had a younger brother, Edward Charles Bell?”

Steve’s convulsions finally petered to a twitch in his thigh, a tic in his eyelid. He locked on to Graham’s shoes, which were usually polished. Today they looked dusty and scuffed, as if he’d been through a cave. Steve wanted to swipe for them, but couldn’t. Couldn’t control his arms yet.

“Edward died at age nineteen. Tuberculosis,” Graham said. “You know they cough and cough, and cough up blood.” He stopped at the table and laid a hand on the old antique. “Later, when Bell invented the first working phone, you know what happened?”

“Screw you,” Steve said. It hurt him to talk. The convulsions had pulled a muscle in his core, and now his leg was cramping. “Give me my son, you son of a—”

“It wasn’t when he said ‘Watson, come here.’ That was only the cover story. The story for the press. All show. Bell’s first telephone, though, the real invention, actually connected to somewhere much different. And what he heard? Was a wet cough.

“This,” Graham said, stroking the black mouthpiece of the thing on the table, “is Alexander Graham Bell’s first phone.” He reached to the switchboard and unplugged thick, black cables from their jacks, then rearranged them, plugging them back in. The wires hung fat from the grid, twined this way and that, still wriggling, some of them, from Graham’s adjustment. “It never made it to the public. But later, Edison would steal the design. He lied to reporters, saying he’d played a joke on them; he hadn’t really made a spirit phone. But he only said that because he’d heard something too, something that terrified him.”

Steve managed to lift himself up off the floor. “JJ.”

“He’s not here,” Graham said, plugging in the last cable.

“JJ!” Steve staggered to the door, wrenched on the handle. Wouldn’t open. He pounded on it, hoping Sarah would hear. “JJ, are you there?”

Graham picked up the antique mouthpiece, black and slick. “I’m afraid JJ is out doing something very important for me. For the company. Actually, that was him on the phone. You should be very proud of your son, Steve. He’s climbed very high in a very short period of time. He’ll be a very good offering to The Provider.”

Steve hurried around the inside of the data center, running his hand along the brick wall, searching the rough masonry and sharp edges of grout for some hidden compartment. He pounded and yelled and barely slowed down as he reached the back wall where he’d parked the van. “JJ, you there? JJ!”

His hand brushed his jacket pocket, and he wondered. Had he broken his clamshell in the fall? He didn’t know, couldn’t. If he felt for the phone now, Graham would see it and might try to disarm him. No. Steve could only go for the phone when he was ready. And no way was he doing it standing this close to the back wall.

“I know why you’re here,” Graham said. “I know you don’t like us. But I had to show you this first. I had to show you what you’re about to destroy.”

He pushed a button set into an old wooden box on the table. The antique phone began to ring.

“Like I told your friend, this place has always been special, a special place of death and after death. The Ebumnanyth knew this. The caul’s thin here, things leak through. Cracked Rock will be a holy place, a Temple Mount, a Well of Souls, for generations to come. You should be proud of that as well.”

Steve, done with his pointless tour around the data center, reached the front door again. Still wouldn’t budge. He marched toward Graham. Enough dancing around. He’d strangle him with those goddamn cables if he had to.

“This place,” Graham began, but stopped as a voice bled through the gramophone-style bell of the phone.

Steve stopped, too, head cocked. That voice. The only sound in the entire world that could’ve stopped him.

“Hi, Janice,” Graham said.

Crackling, backed by static and something like the distant ringing of phones, Janice said, “Hello.”

“How are you, Janice? Are you doing well?”

“Yes, yes. And you?”

“Never better. Very excited about the future.”

“Good,” Janice said.

“Janice, when we first had this conversation, you were dying of cancer, isn’t that correct?”

Steve shook his head. “That’s not Janice.”

But then she said, “Stage four,” and suddenly Steve remembered.

“That’s pretty serious, isn’t it?” Graham asked.

“Terminal, yes. Are you coming to see me?”

Recording, Steve thought. “You, the NSA—whoever. You just found a recording.”

“Actually, Janice,” Graham said, “I’m here with your husband. I’m here with Steve, Janice.”

“Steve? Oh my God, are you there?”

“I don’t believe you!” Steve shouted at her.

“Steve? Please.”

“It’s not you!”

“You can’t hear him, Janice,” Graham announced. More privately to Steve, he said, “She can only hear me.”

Janice started freaking out. “Honey? Are you there? Can you hear me? Can you hear me now?”

“He can hear you, Janice.”

“Steve, honey, please. Say something.”

“It’s not her,” Steve said, but deep down he knew. He remembered that conversation (stage four) like it had just happened, as if time had folded so that five years ago and today were the same thing—Janice a corpse in bed and fading fast. It was her voice, he knew it.

She had always sounded different on the phone. This was her phone voice. The same voice that had called to tell Steve she was having the baby and to get his ass home, the voice that called to say his dad had died, Aunt Jessie had just called to tell her. The voice that, so many times, had called to say I love you, Happy Birthday.

“You can’t even hear me!” Steve said, projecting his voice toward the phone. “It’s not you!”

“Steve?” Janice said, as if, indeed, she couldn’t hear him. “Steve, please!”

“If that’s Janice, why can’t she hear me?”

Graham shrugged. “You’re not connected.”

“Janice, I’m here!” Steve said. He turned back to Graham. “See?”

“Hearing and connecting are two separate things.”

Steve stared at the rusty gramophone-style bell, where Janice’s screams echoed out. He remembered what Sarah had said, that she’d talked to Janice, too. He suspected what Graham had said was true. At least in certain contexts. Everyone in town but Steve had been living this secret second life, and they were all in on it. Being connected was different, afforded you different things.

“Tell her something,” Steve said, wishing there was a better way. “At least tell her I’m here.”

“She knows that already.”

“Then tell her the kids are . . . tell her we’re safe. Tell her that,” Steve said, gesticulating at the phone.

Graham relayed the message.

“Oh my God, thank God!” Janice said. “Honey, please! Tell them I love them!”

Steve didn’t respond, eyes ticking back and forth.

“He will,” Graham said.

“Janice,” Steve began, but then he remembered and addressed it to Graham. “Ask her something.”

“Okay. Do you have a specific question you’d like me to—”

“No, I can’t . . .” Steve frowned at the table, trying to think this through. He had seen The Phone Company read minds. He didn’t know whether they could read his, too, considering he was outside their network. But he couldn’t take the chance. Whatever Janice told him had to be a complete surprise.

“Just something only she and I would know. No one else in the world. Tell her that. Tell her!”

“Sorry, you want her to . . .?”

“Just something only the two of us would know.”

“Okay,” Graham said. He turned to the phone. “Janice? Steve has a message for you.”

“Steve, I’m here! I’m here, honey! What is it? I love you!”

“He wants you to tell him something only the two of you would know.”

“Something no one else knows,” Steve clarified, but Graham didn’t relay that critical part. Steve opened his mouth to insist, but he shut up when Janice spoke.

“I don’t . . . Steve, honey, what does that mean? I’m sorry, I . . . Steve, are you there?”

“We’re here, Janice.”

“Steve, what does that even mean?”

“Tell her,” Steve said. “Now!”

Graham nodded. “Janice? It means tell him something about your honeymoon. Something like that.”

“No!”

But Janice was already talking, and Steve was already thinking of that night, ruining everything. She laughed and cried as she spoke.

“I remember, oh, God, it was the best day of our lives, and I remember . . . Steve, he took us to the ocean with a view of the sea, and he was so romantic that day, so nice, and I said, heh, I told him, I felt so bad, ‘Steve, honey, can we go home?’ I spoiled everything, but he was so good about it. It just felt so lonely there, and so cold, and with everything eroding all I wanted to do was go home. I’ve always loved it there. All I want to do is come home.”

By the time she finished, Steve’s eyes were hot and streaming. He had fought it. He had clenched his whole face until it trembled, because he didn’t want to crumble in front of Graham, didn’t want to dignify his smugness with any weak response. But what Steve wanted didn’t matter.

There was something broken inside him, something that had been broken since the day he’d lost her, and no one could ever know how personal that pain was, how unique or how deep; not even the kids, and Janice had been their mother. No one could ever know. It was the deepest, densest, and most fibrous pain he’d ever felt.

“See, this is what we can offer you,” Graham said. “This type of connection, people kill for it. And it’s unlimited. Isn’t that what you want?”

“Steve,” Janice said. “Do you remember?”

“Yes,” he said.

“Honey, are you there?”

“Yes,” Steve said again.

Graham offered up his Tether. “Bring her home, Steve.” One huge button filled most of the phone’s screen. There wasn’t a choice to decline, just one big green button:

 


ACCEPT

 


The only other button was a tinier one below, to the service agreement.

“I want to see it,” Steve said, pointing. “Tap it.”

Graham pressed the link, and some writing appeared. Steve had seen end-user agreements before. They went on for pages in the finest print. He had never read through one all the way, they were so dense; denser than any act of Congress. PCo’s service agreement, on the other hand, was simple.



<The Provider can use you

in whatever way she desires.>

 


“Do you agree?” Graham asked, switching screens back to the giant green button.

Janice repeated the word, muttering. “Agree? I’m not sure what you. . . . Where’s Steve?”

Graham ignored her. “It’s the same agreement on everything,” he assured Steve. “Everything you’ve ever signed. Ours is just a lot clearer.”

The wording. Steve thought about the wording, trying to figure out everything those few simple words could mean.

He had seen the Tethers cure Mrs. Hayworth’s infirmities, had seen them transform his best friend into a monster. He’d watched as the technology swallowed his family, and he had nearly drowned when it flooded his town. What else did they mean by “use you”? He just knew that, whatever they planned, you had to give up your rights for them to do it. They couldn’t violate you unless you invited them in.

“Janice,” Graham said, tilting his head again toward the old phone. “Would you like to speak with your husband?”

“Yes! Really? Steve, are you there? Oh my God, Steve? Will I be able to hear him?”

“She wants to speak with you, Steve,” Graham said, talking under Janice’s hopeful, frantic pleas.

For the first time since Barksdale bit him, Steve felt feverish, infected. He had finally seen through the agreement.

“One thing,” he said.

“Anything. Name it.”

“There’s no promise.”

Something in Graham’s expression slipped. He had looked so consolingly supportive before. The look hadn’t even slipped that much, but the difference was huge. He might as well have shucked his suit, his face was so naked.

“It doesn’t stipulate that I get to talk to my wife,” Steve said. “So what am I really agreeing to?”

“Do you agree?” Graham said, only this time the question was entirely rhetorical.

Steve felt the burning tears again, welling up with the fever and the chills. He met Graham’s eyes anyway. He didn’t give a crap what this man could see.

“I decline.”

Graham stared at Steve as Janice continued to cry out for her husband, crying out his name so many times the word began to sound strange and lose its meaning.

Graham didn’t retract his phone, the big ACCEPT button. “What do you gain from this? What’re you protecting? Your privacy? Please. There’s a reason we never shut off the phone you’ve got there in your pocket, Steve.”

Another sick chill. Steve’s hand twitched toward his jacket, but didn’t touch it.

“Usually when people keep phones as old as yours, it’s not because they like their phone; it’s because they’re afraid. Of change. Of the future. Of us. But it doesn’t matter whether you’re with us or not, Steve. We are the future. Everything that goes through our tower, we see. Why would we want to give up our wiretap on the competition? There is no privacy. There never was.”

“I don’t give a crap about privacy,” Steve said.

“Then what? Your family, your town? The minute you press CALL, we’ve wired your signal to detonate bombs all over Cracked Rock. The school. The library. Marvin’s junkyard. The whole suburb. Your house, Mini Mark’s; Meg Disney’s, too. Mountain View, the whole refugee camp. And guess what? I lied. JJ isn’t running errands. He’s right out there, right now, right out that back wall, where you’ve parked your little bomb. That’s where we’re holding your son and your precious daughter. So it’s up to you, Steve. Reunite with everyone, or kill us all.”

Steve couldn’t let himself blanch. Sick, he was so sick.

Bluffing, he thought. Graham had to be. Steve hadn’t talked about anything over the phone or through their goddamn tower. Nothing about the bomb, anyway.

“Listen, Steve, I’m trying to help. I’m trying to protect you. We don’t need you, Steve. Not now. We’ve met our quota. The fullness of the time has come. The birth pangs have begun. The water has broken, and now things must dilate. If you let us help you, if you agree to our help. . . . You’ve seen it yourself. The Provider puts special emphasis on philanthropy. And forgiveness. We’re here to help people, Steve. We like to help people stay connected. Please. Join us. Reach out and embrace your wife.”

“Steve?” Janice said. Scratchy. Distant. Desperate.

He didn’t reply. To either of them.

Graham retracted his phone. “Janice, I’m so sorry. I have something to tell you.”

“What? Where’s Steve?”

“He doesn’t want to talk to you.”

“No, that’s impossible—Steve!”

“I’m so sorry, Janice.”

“Steve, please!” She broke with the word, her torso wrenched by sobs. It sounded like there was nothing left inside her, just pieces of her former rock, washing away in the flood as every hope inside her completely drained away, leaving only the crack, the abject loneliness. And in the background, because of the age of the technology, because the call was long distance, a hiss, like the sea.

Followed by a wet coughing.

“Goodbye, Janice,” Graham said.

Steve’s hand went to his clamshell, still intact in his jacket. His finger sought out the tactile bump of the CALL button.

Bluffing, he thought again.

From the switchboard, Graham pulled one of the plugs, and Janice was gone, her scream echoing. He turned. And then Steve’s hands were clamping down around his throat.

Graham laughed. Steve could feel the pressure of it, the Adam’s apple trying to bob against his hand. Even as the esophagus began to crumple like a vacuum hose, Graham continued to laugh, a pinched, mechanical sound.

He grabbed Steve’s throat, too, and pushed him back against the front wall of the data center, lifting him off his feet. Steve’s vision began to crackle black around the edges, and he knew he’d messed up trying to save everyone—trying to save himself. Graham was too strong.

One of Steve’s hands fell away, almost too limp to work. This was it. If he didn’t do it, if he didn’t press this button right now, even at the risk of blowing up everyone he knew and loved, Graham would kill him, and there would be no one left to stop The Phone Company.

Steve tried to shove his limp hand into his pocket, but his fingers got caught up. His body wasn’t working right, and Graham was still cackling. Steve raised a leg and kicked him in the chest. Graham stumbled back, and Steve fell to the floor.

There! he thought and he found the phone, found the raised button. He laughed, too, despite the pain it caused, despite the tears streaming from his eyes, which he could barely feel.

Ring, ring! he thought and pressed CALL.
  


 CHAPTER 57
 

 


“Did you know this?” Janice asked, highlighting a passage in her text. Her hair brushed Steve’s shoulder, and his dorm room bed creaked. They were both propped up on their elbows, reading.

“I didn’t,” Steve said. Janice had signed up for a bunch of religion courses that semester, all electives. Everything was an elective with Janice. Everything was also highlighted.

The fan kept blowing her hair against his shoulder. She smelled like sweat and something sweet.

Steve read the passage:

 


Old City Jerusalem is surrounded by impressive battlements. One of the gates leading into the city, the Golden Gate, is sealed by rule of an Ottoman sultan. The sultan meant it as a strategic move to bar the Jewish Messiah from arriving and fulfilling prophecy. A Muslim graveyard is also involved.

 


The text went on to describe this graveyard, how it was believed that a Kohen, the Jewish word for priest, couldn’t enter the grounds of it.

“Interesting,” Steve said, and went back to some crap by Stephen King.

One of his professors was lobbying to teach this crap in class, as if it could stand up there on a shelf alongside Steve’s dog-eared copy of Finnegans Wake. Steve had helped form a student group against it, of course. Pure crap.

“Don’t other religions say that any other Messiah—you know, other than their own—is really a false Christ?” Steve asked, lightly reading SK. “I mean, if one religion’s savior is another one’s end of the world, someone crazy enough could just blow up the gate, right? Let whoever it really is in? Whoever’s really knocking?”

Janice fell silent. Their shoulders parted, and they went back to reading their separate books and sweating their separate sweat.

Crap, Steve thought. He was always messing it up with Janice over this type of crap. Couldn’t. Keep. His skinny-assed mouth shut. She had been angry about his stance on Stephen King as well. Between scripture and pop scripture, Steve had a problem with kings.

Then something other than Janice’s hair slipped along Steve’s shoulder, and suddenly they weren’t studying any longer, once again sharing their sweat. After all, this was college. They were both slippery and hot.



* * *



The back of the data center disappeared in a bright, blinding puffball of light.

Steve felt himself get thrown back, a flash-burn to the skin, then little else. He woke up to burning pain and a searing cough. Suddenly he was rolling around screaming on the gravestones until the little fires on his clothes went out.

“Marvin, you imbecile!” someone shouted, laughing the same way a maniac swerves a car.

Steve thought maybe the sound had come from within his own mind, the cackle was so muffled and ringing. Or maybe he himself had said the words and laughed. He couldn’t tell. His chest felt heavy.

He ran his hand over his scalp and winced. Only tufts of hair remained. He could feel it now. Kind of. The pain. The rest of his body felt all stuffed up with anesthetized cotton and shock.

“You stupid idiot! You moron, Marv!”

Now Steve could sense where the voice came from, could pick up on the vibration of it. He peered into the swirling haze of red and black and coughed up smoke.

“Sarah?” he said, trying to scream but managing only a dry rasp. “JJ?”

He could hear stones tumbling down, could see a black hole opening up in the floor ahead of him. Beyond that, where the back wall had been, back where he’d parked the van and where PCo had supposedly taken his kids, Steve saw fire and jagged silhouettes. Nothing else.

“You didn’t listen to little old Lucky Chuck, did you, Marv? Didn’t follow his precise instructions!”

Steve could see now, the laughing, jeering figure behind the voice. Graham, what was left of him, sat, just a smoking silhouette of a man in a suit, ten feet away from Steve where the blast had thrown him. Behind him, the switchboard and the entire First Step was tilting and falling in.

Graham’s laugh tittered at such a high frequency, it blended with the ringing in Steve’s ears. He couldn’t tell the two apart. Now that Steve was really focusing his damaged hearing, he could pick up on Graham’s phone, as well, the multilingual hello. It was going crazy beneath everything else.

“You should’ve listened!” Graham said. “Should’ve finished your edumacation, you ignoramus klutz! HAHAHAHA!”

<Haelo.>

<Helo.>

<Namaste and Shalom.>

All in different voices.

More of the data center slid off in tectonic plates into the black abyss, echoing into a deep stone throat. The First Step slid even farther in. Parts of the old telephone went skating off the edge.

Steve flinched as, right at his fingertips, an edge of one of the gravestones popped up from its grout. A crack in the concrete floor. It was going. It was all going in.

“Do it!” Graham said. “Come on, you can do it, you chunk of shit-dirt!”

Grating, shattering, crunching, clattering, the First Step broke loose and disappeared with a jangle of old telephone bells and the scatter of rocks.

“Yeah! Rawk on! In your face, Buttcrack Rock!”

Lying directly below the door where the bomb had shoved him, Steve reached up, tried to yank it open. Couldn’t. The only way out was through the crater. Past Graham. Whatever was left.

“AHAHAHAHAHAHAH!”

<Olá.>

<Bone die> the Tether said.

“You never did understand measuring things in parts, did you, Marv?! You still managed to open it up, boy howdy! You ripped her good and wide, you and Lil’ Chuck!”

Steve couldn’t stand for all the smoke, and all the pain it caused him. He dragged himself toward one of the crumbling walls, avoiding Graham’s silhouette.

It moved, though, Graham’s silhouette. It tracked him through the flaming miasma. Steve never saw it happen, but every inch he crawled away from it, every grave marker he cleared, was an inch and a grave closer that Graham seemed to get.

Gripping the edges of the stones, finding handholds and footholds even in the engravings themselves, Steve crawled faster, clawed harder, trying to outrun Graham through the smoke.

There.

An influx of fresh breath.

Almost there, he thought.

The way out.

Steve could see now that the bomb had blown open only the back of the brick shell. The back quarter, really. The rest of the damage was all fallout, the crack opening up and swallowing another quarter of the whole shell.

Steve reached the edge where the abyss gaped, growing with every stone and gravestone and chunk of cemetery dirt that fell away and fed it below.

Huge fat cables, suckered to the bottom of the data center, snapped loose. They whipped through the darkness, strumming against the extant cables as they fell. The extant cables, still rooted to the data center’s foundation, stretched all the way into the endless stink of the dark.

Most of them had been plugged in under the First Step. The old phone, the switchboard, had been connected to them. It was all connected.

The First Step, as it came loose, had left a socket like a tooth. The hole was clogged, and had been that way for more than a hundred years, with clods of ancient Indian remains. Ribcages. Spines. Skulls packed with dirt. The last few mineralized deposits of teeth, vertebrae, and scattered metacarpals were just now crumbling like chunks of some old cork out of the hole that had always been at the heart of Cracked Rock.

Steve glanced back to the last spot he’d seen Graham, then to the spot he thought Graham would be sitting now.

“Hello,” Graham said directly ahead of him.

“Shit!”

With the one good eye he had left, Graham grinned at Steve. He lay on his side, and his other eye had popped into a crisped, bubbling jelly on his cheek.

Before Graham could say anything else, Steve lunged. His blackened hands clamped down on Graham’s throat once more.

But Graham kept talking.

Except not from his own throat.

<Hello, you have reached The Phone Company> Graham’s Tether said. His voice began to morph disjointedly into a woman’s voice. Robotic. The same voice of all PCo phone trees Steve had ever heard. <Please hold while I try that extension.>

<Okay>

<Okay>

<Okay>

<ER-ER-ER-ER-ER-ER-ERT!>

Steve’s grip loosened around Graham’s throat.

Dead.

<ER-ER-ERT!>

Already dead.

The blast had killed him. It hadn’t been Graham talking at all. It’d been his phone, throwing its voice.

Steve shook the useless corpse, cursing in its face, spitting in its face. “Where the hell are my kids?” He really didn’t want an answer. He feared one. He just wanted to bang Graham’s head against the stones, scraping away what was left of his stringy hair, along with pieces of his scalp.

“Where the hell are my ki—”

<Dad> Graham’s phone said in its polite fembot drone. This time Steve recognized who the voice really belonged to. Not Graham, not anymore. Not even to the phone. It was like JJ had been using some kind of voice modulator app this whole time. He was Graham. He was the woman.

“Son?”

<It’s funny, isn’t it?> JJ said in his natural voice. <How it always comes down to the sacrifice of an innocent?>

“JJ, please, I stopped them! You can stop doing this now, they’re dead!”

<That’s touching, Dad. Really. But Sarah was right; your entire life. Mom. Us. The kids you liked better than us at school. You couldn’t save any of us. But you opened the Seal for us, thanks. Sincerely, Dad. We couldn’t break it ourselves, bravo. Now Harcum no longer lies by his wife. [Smiley face] Thanks.>

“Fuuuuuuuuhhhgggh!”

With one great heave and a giant sob, Steve rolled and kicked and otherwise kneed Graham’s body into the hole, knocking loose rocks and dirt from the ledge. The corpse bounced off one of the extant cables that had connected to the old switchboard, but then hovered in thin air, as if too light to sink, now fully evanescent.

Like a cloud, Graham dispersed and stretched out. For one wavering second before he disappeared, he became the mirror-house man, the man in the gaunt suit. He listened for a second to the phone at his ear . . .

<Au revoir.>

<Ciao.>

<¡Hasta la vista!>

. . . then pulled it away and hung up at the same time as JJ ended the call.

On the floor near Steve, Graham’s Tether went dark. Roaring, Steve kicked it into the abyss after him.



* * *



“Sarah!” Steve cried. His voice echoed in Hayworth’s mansion. He went outside and screamed again for her there. Screamed until his voice broke. She was gone. No trace, save for the backpack where he’d left her.

He had almost convinced himself, after climbing out of the data center and away from that yawning crack, that Graham had lied about holding Sarah and JJ near the bomb.

Graham certainly seemed to be lying about all the other bombs supposedly planted around Cracked Rock. Steve didn’t see any other fireballs in the night, no fires.

All of it, all lies. A whole web of them. Little Chucky whispering secrets to Marv; Aaron 2 throwing false clues into the Dragnet for Bill.

Blow up the data center . . .

. . . Graham, too.

That’s what the web was all about. Not about snaring the truth, but setting the trap. Steve, Marvin, Bill—the whole town had walked right into it.

Before Steve panicked, before he shook apart, he thought of something and pulled out his phone.

Still worked.

Which meant JJ was right. The bomb had done nothing except for the one thing PCo had wanted it to do: yet another covenant broken wide open, the very promise that had founded the town in the first place shattered and swallowed whole.

Harcum no longer lies by his wife.

And now, he thought, PCo is free to do whatever it is they came for.

Steve pressed 2 and held it, then put the clamshell to his ear. “Sarah?”

“Dad?” she said, picking up the home phone.

“Sarah, oh my God—”

“Dad, I’m so sorry.”

“Where are you?”

“I saw JJ.”

“What?”

“Yeah.”

“Where are you now?”

“I followed him, I saw him go up to the mine. I know how to stop him, Dad, I know how to stop her. I’m getting another Tether—”

“What? No! Sarah, goddamn it—”

“Dad, listen.”

“No! Where are you?”

“They’re handing them out at the church, I heard Aaron—”

“If you do that, if you connect again, you might as well come hunt me down with them, Sarah, they’re tricking you! They’ve done it to me this entire time, it’s all one big trick!”

“He’s going to the tower, Dad, I know how to stop him. I need to go.”

“Sarah!”

<Click.>

Steve roared, almost threw his phone. It certainly would have helped curb the pain, if only for a second. He called Sarah back. No answer.

He peered into the darkness for the light of the tower.

There.

There it was.

The sky looked strange around it. Some sort of bulging cloud had formed, a thunderhead, purple-veined. From here, Steve couldn’t tell whether the coloring was from the light of the tower catching in the convolutions of the cloud, or some kind of weird atmospheric static, or perhaps part of the cloud itself.

Whimpering, bleeding, and barely catching a breath through all the brushfires in his chest, Steve ran down to the road. If Sarah wasn’t at Mountain View, at the church, or at the camp, he’d go back up to the logging roads. He’d head to the mine, head to the tower. Didn’t matter how badly it hurt, how badly concussed his body was from the blast, or how much his lungs burned.

JJ had been right about one thing: Steve had screwed up. In grappling with something much grander than he was, he’d ruined everything. He’d done it his entire life. But now he thought he could fix at least one mistake. His worst.

Steve thought he had one last chance to save his son.
  


 CHAPTER 58
 

 


“Here,” said the maternity nurse. She handed Steve what looked like an empty blanket.

He had always been uncomfortable holding newborns. That is, until the birth of his daughter, Sarah. She’d been a full-term baby. Her neck had felt strong enough.

This thing, though? This terminally small thing in the blanket? Its neck felt like a dry twig under too big a fruit. It wasn’t even big enough to nestle comfortably in the crook of Steve’s arm; the blanket seemed like it’d slip right through.

But Steve held it, Steve fed it, Steve rocked the nearly empty blanket while it wormed and squealed, and he never smoked. As much as he wanted to—for all the late nights and nasty diapers, through all the jaundice and infections, as much as the nicotine would have helped—Steve didn’t smoke. He knew what had caused the premature birth in the first place. He didn’t want the slightest puff in his shirt. Not even Janice’s. She couldn’t be around at all if she’d smoked.

Because in those sweet moments when the thing in the blanket finally found peace, JJ Gregory’s tiny finger would curl around Steve’s giant one, and there’d be soft cooing, maybe sleep.



* * *



Empty Mine gaped ahead of Steve. A stone disc lay off to one side where the storm had shoved it. The entire mouth of the mine looked raw, all the dirt and trees washed down to the toothy rock. Steve shined his light in. Its beam reflected off the puddles and pools all the way down the stone throat.

He shivered. He never had liked the mountain’s cold, stinky breath. Although cool, the draft burned his skin.

Steve had taken pain pills, he’d thought too many, but after his hike up the mountain, the only thing he couldn’t feel was where the bruised ribs stopped and the fever aches began.

Focus, Steve thought. Focus on your son.

The tower loomed up the mountain, surrounded by a cyclone fence and razor wire. Sarah had said JJ went to the mine, but that he was headed for the tower. So maybe the mine somehow led to the tower.

Steve didn’t have much choice.

He entered the mine.

The tunnel, completely man-made for the first hundred feet, opened into a natural crack extending so high that not even a good flashlight could reach the top.

Miners had wedged walkways, old now, but coated in creosote, into the crevice. Some of the ladders looked like chicken ladders, short two-by-fours nailed as treads onto long planks.

One time in high school, Steve and his friends had thrown a party in the mine. They’d broken open glow sticks and had splashed neon yellow, purple, and green all over the walls, leaving glowing handprints, fluorescent cave paintings, and Bill’s red handprint on the ass of Janice’s jeans.

Since then, The Phone Company had blasted new tunnels, exposing more cracks in the rock. Cracks in everything.

Steve stumbled over fat black cables on the floor. They ran everywhere throughout the mine. The same kind of cables Steve had seen suckered to the bottom of the First Step.

Sometimes the cables were bracketed to the wall. Other times they vanished into bottomless cracks.

Steve didn’t like the cracks, their cold creepers of air. He didn’t like how they conspired with the pain pills so that he could no longer tell the difference between the breeze on his burns and the fever chills.

Nothing was okay.

Everything hurt.

The main braid of cables would lead Steve to the tower, he was sure of it. From data center to tower, just follow the cables.

Then what? Steve thought.

He didn’t know. He just knew this was his fault, and he could fix it.

A mile in, Steve reached the final chamber, originally formed when the miners carved out their mother lode. Now, in the back, PCo had chiseled open a staircase. Steve climbed over the cables they’d left coiled on the floor.

At the top, the thick black lines threaded into one, sending a single black anaconda up the staircase. Steve followed it up and found a brand-new rope bridge. It ran through a giant crack. No catwalks in this part. The miners had never built here, likely had never seen it. The crack had no end to it. Not above, nor below, save for the sound of running water echoing up. Steve couldn’t even see the end of the bridge.

He pulled on the ropes.

Pretty sturdy.

Knotted densely.

Nodding, he kicked at the planks.

New wood, braided tightly into the ropes; not partially sawn to set a trap, at least Steve didn’t think.

On the first few boards, his light picked out footprints. Converse. His son’s. Steve didn’t know whether it was the pain pills or the pure shock, but he went across the bridge, numb to any kind of fear.

In a banner along the crevice walls, someone had left cave drawings, a mixture of etching and old paint, severely chipped and faded. Huge chunks of the narrative had fallen away when whole sheaves of rock had broken loose into the underground river below.

The art looked like a composite of hieroglyphics and cave paintings, like the ones in Lascaux, except instead of Egyptians, bison, and sun gods, the art depicted the Ebumnanyth and their entities. Spirits and skeletons danced among them, spreading locusts, plowing through battlefields of men, and vomiting up disease. In some, the deities watched while Ebumnanyth priests performed ritual sacrifice on the mountaintop.

Above the bleeding piglet, kid, or lamb, the Ebumnanyth could be seen worshipping weird spiraling holes in and above Cracked Rock, Burnt Valley. Some of the spirals had maintained their paint, an electromagnetic purple opening unto a blue and yellow heart.

Strange symbols annotated the art, similar to the programming language Steve’s students had used to code apps for the Tether.

He reached the end of the bridge. A concrete archway opened into a tube with a metal ladder. Steve peered up with his flashlight, bouncing the beam off the walls of thick glass. He saw an opening at the top, half eclipsed by a hastily placed manhole cover.

Steve looked at his hands, the skinned and blistered palms. He sized up the ladder.

This.

This service access.

This was his entrée to the tower.

Find JJ, and then what?

“Take away his phone, I guess.”

It was a bad sign that Steve was talking to himself. He only did that when he was really tired, or really drunk. It sounded pathetic, too, coming out of his mouth. A terrible plan, but it was all he could think of.

Maybe disable the tower somehow? If he had an axe, he would’ve tried cutting through the cables. No, he was done saving the world. He had failed, and now it was someone else’s turn to pull the sword from the rock. Steve only had enough left in him to accomplish one goal. This tube? Climbing up it? It was about to sap most of his will to accomplish it.

As Steve climbed, he got a closer look at the glass. Behind it, packed tightly around the entire tube, was something like mud and ash. In some strata Steve saw teeth, skulls too, bits of bone in the rocks and finer powders. He saw personal effects. A wedding ring. A gold watch in the mud. He saw old, moldering wood and corroded pulls.

Up higher, packed into the muddy ash, Steve found something he thought he’d never see again. Stacked, standing on each other, their knees and elbows knocking glass, were the corpses from Mountain View.

At first, they were old and crumbling, but the higher Steve climbed, the fresher they got, still in dresses and suits. As if they had been buried here in the order they died, suspended in the soiled remains of pilgrims and town founders. Because that’s what the muddy ash was: the dirt the town was built on mixed with the people who’d built it, soiled, now, with the shit of the people who eventually destroyed it.

Throughout all of them, the big fat cable wormed its way up toward the tower, weaving its way around spinal columns, in and out of ribcages. Here and there, one of its bends flexed against the glass like a boa constrictor.

Whatever they were doing here, this was all part of it. The corpses, the cables—like some giant spell riddling the mountain. The tower, Steve now understood, was the wand that cast the spell.

In the tube, he saw a band of smaller bodies all in a row. Their skulls cried out for him as he passed. Eyeless sockets filled with clods. Brainpans blown wide open.

Amongst the schoolchildren floated a scrap of white dress, a bright yellow strawberry flower embroidered on the hem.

Steve stopped and closed his eyes, breathing deeply, swallowing thick spit. Luckily, he couldn’t smell the bodies, or the shit. The glass was sealing in the stench.

He took a deep breath and hurried past, trying not to hear them, their silent pleas for help, trying not to see Janice’s skeleton standing tall amongst the kids.

At the very top, the corpse of Gary Pervier screamed at him with its open throat, because its mouth was packed with shitty dirt. Buried beside Perv-o were the cooked bodies of the lunch lady, the janitor Red Beard, and all the other school personnel lost to the plane crash at HMS.

Steve had had enough.

He pushed the hatch open at the top. He was behind the fence now, in the compound of brick buildings, utility boxes, and cables that serviced the tower. Despite the deep space of night pressing in on all sides, the complex was well lit. Generators and fans hummed all around.

Steve lifted himself out of the manhole and gazed at the skeletal tower. He was dizzied by the sheer height and repeating triangles of it. Receivers and domed dishes bristled and bubbled up each and every side.

“JJ?”

The glowing alien head stopped halfway up the rungs of the tower, but only for a second before hurrying higher. Above JJ, above the antenna array at the very top, heaven churned and bloomed into a thundercloud of electrical purple. Steve could hear it brewing, an infinite in-suck of breath.

“JJ, stop!”

He ran to the base of the structure and grabbed the rungs. People began to emerge from the mountain dark. All the townspeople, the entire Pitchfork Mafia: Mary McPhail; Principal Warner; JJ’s friends, Mini Mark and the Dick.

Kelli Anderson.

Cathy from the diner.

Sheriff Perkins.

They gathered at the cyclone fence, encircling the entire complex, chanting, singing, holding their Tethers up like lighters.

Ignoring them, Steve began to climb. They couldn’t get in. The fence . . .

A sudden clatter and mechanical sound drew his attention to the gate of the complex. It was rolling open on its own, letting the mafia spill through to the tower.

Steve climbed faster.

A mass of people took to the rungs below him, scrambling over each other like ants. Some of them fell.

The tower swayed in a gust of wind, and Steve held tight. Except for the well-lit compound shrinking below him, except for the data center burning in the distance, save for the thunderhead above, Cracked Rock and Burnt Valley might as well have been a black hole. He could see nothing.

At the top, Steve pulled himself onto a small platform circling the tower not far below the antenna array. Through the open mesh flooring, he could see the expanding triangles of the tower supports telescoping away from him, and the gravel below.

<Hey, Steve> JJ said through his Tether. His face, stretched to accentuate the skull underneath—Steve barely recognized him. He looked so much like Jaime Vedder. So much like the Ebumnanyth depicted in the crevice below. A fish face. <Glad you could join us.>

“Son,” Steve said, taking a step toward JJ. He glanced down and could no longer see the tower legs at all, just a mass of people hanging on and climbing up toward them, grunting their chant as they came. Steve grabbed at the handrail as another gust of wind shook the tower.

<I’m calling them> JJ said, tapping something into his phone. <The Calling of the Twelve. Soon they will join us and we will make our offering.>

Steve stepped closer, trying to think. “JJ, please—you need to call Sarah. I can’t. She’s one of the Twelve. She’s in trouble, we need to—”

<I know where Sarah is> JJ said, lowering his phone. <She’s rejoined us. Although she’s no longer part of the Twelve. The Provider’s merciful but just.>

A wrinkled hand grabbed Steve’s arm from behind. Another hand, this one much younger, hooked its fingers into Steve’s mouth, pulling him back by the cheek.

He could see from twisting around who was holding him. Two women in black ceremonial robes: Mrs. Hayworth and Cathy from the diner. He tore free of them, but then more people, about four, all in robes, clambered up the ladder. Five more scrambled over the handrail.

Principal Warner.

JJ’s counselor, Mrs. Keeler.

All stretched into the same wicked smiley face.

Steve bucked and kicked and struggled against them, but they wrestled him into submission, eleven against one, their stretched Ebumnanyth faces leering, drooling, gibbering.

With a sound effect from his phone, JJ applauded. <Bravo! Bravo! You’re basically the virgin now, Dad. You’re not connected. It was a toss-up, really, between you and Sarah. But as we all know, Sarah’s no virgin, not anymore.>

A <rimshot> from his phone.

The Eleven holding Steve, and all the people still clustered on the legs of the tower, laughed. Even the ones too far down to hear, the ones still standing on the ground, guffawed, as if, indeed, they had heard the joke.

“JJ!” Steve screamed, still wriggling in the grip of his neighbors, his colleagues, his enemy. “This connection! It’s a trick, it’s a trap—it’s evil! I’m your family! Me!”

<You think we’re evil?> JJ said. The voice of his Tether had begun to crack into multiple voices, all overlaying each other, each at a different pitch and in both genders, as if everyone in town were yelling the same thing, and all at once. <Love?! Family?! Your side requires sacrifice too, Steve! There’s always a sacrifice! Take, for example, your wife.>

JJ’s other voices filtered out, quieted down, leaving only one voice: Janice’s. <Who do you think sacrificed me, Steve? On that day?! You think it was a coincidence? It was for you, Steve. It was for Sarah. So you could live. That’s the way God works.>

<It’s all connected, Steve> the other voices chimed in.

<But The Provider isn’t like God> Janice said.

The giant, purple cloud above sprung a leak, exposing a veined, pulsating membrane gestating inside; sac yellow, veins blue. The sac bulged as something pushed against the fabric of space and time. JJ lifted his face to the rain, to receive some on his tongue.

The townspeople climbing the tower pushed the people above them out of the way, drinking from the sky too. The victims cried out in ecstasy to The Provider as they plummeted, until their bodies bounced off one of the tower’s legs and they were gone.

On the platform, the Twelve continued their chant, crying with joy as the thick, hot rain hit their eyes and plopped in their hair.

Steve couldn’t break away from the eleven pairs of hands. It was the parade all over again, his eyes pried open to watch.

<Last call!> JJ screamed. He activated his earwig and said, <Call Provider.> The crowd cheered, then fell silent. <Hello? We’re here—hello?!>

All Steve could hear was the swirling clouds and the tick-tack-plop of rain. No voice from the other side of the line.

<Hello?! We’ve done what you asked! He didn’t die, but the Seal’s gone, and he’s here now! He’s here for you! He’s yours! Please answer me!>

Something like the cables, the fat black cables, only lined with suckers, poked through the yellow membrane in the sky. They grabbed the sides of the rip and started prying open a hole, a rent in the air itself.

More of the syrupy fluids slopped through, threaded with the torn and veined membrane like a placenta. They glistened with hundreds of thousands of dead minnows.

The cables, the tentacles, were pulling something through. Steve could see it pressing against the sac, something huge to be born. A sound escaped from the growing rip, something like a high-pitched dial tone, harmonic and backed by an oceanic hiss.

<Hola.
Guten tag. Ni hao> JJ’s phone said. Not his voice this time, but in response to his calls. <G’day, mate.>

More of the tentacles lashed out and jabbed at the Twelve, plugging into the backs of their heads only to lift them up, so they were dangling there, speaking as one, the same robotic female voice, the same message.

<Okay.>

<Okay.>

<Okay.>

<We’re sorry, but this number has been disconnected.>

Some kind of sea anemone, some kind of huge mouth ringed with feelers, pushed its way out of the rip.

<Hello!> JJ cried, reaching up to embrace his own tentacle, his own jack into the back of his head. <I’m here! We’re all here, the Twelve! We will be your hands and your feet! Your eyes when you dream and your mouth when you feed!>

<Please hang up and try again> replied the eleven dangling cultists. Then, with no ceremony, the tentacles popped them one at a time into its spongy, dilating mouth.

“What’re you doing, no!” JJ screamed, speaking for real this time, not with his phone but his tongue, teeth, and throat. He jabbed a finger at Steve, at the townspeople spilling onto the platform all around him. “Them! The virgin and the sheep! They’re the covenant! You’re supposed to eat them, not us! Not the Twelve!”

The Provider didn’t listen, though, didn’t seem to care as it continued eating and pulling itself through. It had attached the tube of its body to a reef and a giant rock, which it wore like a shell.

Atop the rock, an ancient temple crumbled brick by brick, its chambers collapsing, its stairs tumbling apart, spilling brine in rapids and floods. Mussels clung to the ruin and rock, and huge carven faces, like a smaller Rushmore, adorned the temple. The faces were Ebumnanyth, positioned roughly over the anemone mouth.

The last of the Eleven went screaming into the giant sphincter, which then puckered and sucked in on itself, retracting into the ruinous shell.

Steve, no longer detained, jumped at JJ. He swiped for the boy’s Tether, but JJ kicked him.

“We need to go!” Steve screamed. “We need to—”

Steve heard the tentacle before he saw it. Heard it whoosh through the air. He ducked. It rushed overhead, whipping and coiling around JJ’s middle and lifting him up.

“Dad!”

Steve leapt and grabbed JJ’s leg. His hands slipped down the boy’s pants, slimy with rain. He pulled off the right shoe and fell six feet to the platform, screaming for his son.

JJ screamed for him, too, but his voice was drowned out by a deafening crack, like the explosion at the data center. At first Steve thought, Yes! Someone had done it! Someone had found a way to blow this up too! But then he saw it.

Something black, something higher in the troposphere, some kind of triangle with a light at each of its points, broke the sound barrier as it shot down at the portal like the spearhead of God.
  


 CHAPTER 59
 

 


<We’re gonna get you!> Virginia Tate said, snarling through her garish war paint of lipstick, eye shadow, and rouge.

<My little Princess!> Lil’ Deb said beside Verge. <My little Brother Kisser, come here! We’re gonna shoot hoops with your head!>

Sarah looked forward, jumped over a downed telephone pole, and kept running, fixing her eyes on her new Tether.

She’d installed a game, the flying app, except this time she hadn’t picked an airliner out of her hangar. Onscreen, she could see the tower looming ahead of her from the cockpit of her B-2.

She had gotten the new Tether at the refugee camp, where they were handing out replacement phones, just like Aaron said. There hadn’t been many people left at the camp—they’d all been headed up the mountain. The support staff had been there to welcome her, though, and they’d gotten her hooked up with a new plan. They’d been nice, up until the second Sarah took flight from Malmstrom Air Base. That’s when they turned on her, when they heard her thoughts over the party line, what she planned to do.

<We’ll get you!> Lil’ Deb said, <get you good! Take you to Mr. Bevilacqua, let him spear ya in his Indian suit!>

Onscreen, Sarah’s bomber began to veer away from the tower. She was losing control. Just like that day, when her harmless little game ended up destroying an entire middle school—she was losing control.

She ducked through the boughs of an extant tree and flicked her thumb across her phone, trying to put the jet back on target.

<We’ll raise Bill from the dead and make you—>

Sarah looked ahead. A crack had cut across her path. She tried to stop, but the ground gave way beneath her and . . .



* * *



Steve fell to the metal grid of the platform as the stealth bomber veered away from the creature ripping out of its birth canal.

“J—!”

The jet jagged back toward the storm, slamming into The Provider and exploding, blowing the monstrosity back through the hole, which puckered and closed around it. It sealed in most of the explosion, bulging with it. The closing wound sheared off the bomber’s left wing, which shot down like a javelin, right through two of the tower’s three legs.

The rest of the bomber was gone.

Swallowed by the other world.

Severed tentacles; bricks from the temple; bits of rock and mussel rained down, followed by burning debris. From the jet. From the monster. Huge chunks crunched the antenna array, and smaller pieces hammered Steve’s back and legs. JJ fell next to him, partly on him. The tentacle, disembodied but still belted to the boy, tried to drag him off the platform as it fell.

“Dad?”

“JJ!”

Steve grabbed his son and held him. He latched onto the handrail as the tower began to groan and lean, and the tentacle gave one last pull, constricting in its death throes before letting go.

The townspeople started to climb down in an attempt to flee, but not all of them made it off. They went plummeting to the ground below, some of them landing on the utility boxes and brick buildings, others landing on the cyclone fence, their bodies all tangled up in the razors.

“Hold on!” Steve said, locking his feet into the bars of the handrail. He hazarded a peek into the sky. For a second the sac bloomed with its internal fireball over the valley like some snapdragon, purple yet blinding blue and red at the heart.



* * *



The townspeople scattered from the tower, running back through the gate. The sound in their ears, the voice that had been guiding them, crackled and squealed like a fax line before finally falling silent. The light in the people’s headsets blinked off.

They dug the earwigs out and threw them down along with their Tethers, and as they did, the party line went silent. Clive realized he was Clive again, and Hank from Hank’s Hardware clutched at his aching heart.

They all looked at the storm withering shut above the world, and then . . .



* * *



JJ woke up as well. He sat with his dad, curled around the handrail as all the surviving townspeople gawked at the tower.

“We need to climb!” Steve said. “Can you climb down?”

JJ grabbed his dad and clung to him, nodding, sobbing into his father’s chest the words Steve had said to him before, that he was sorry, so sorry, please forgive him.
  


 CHAPTER 60
 

 


Sarah’s eyes fluttered open to total darkness. She lay in water, could feel it trembling around her, could hear it dripping somewhere in the cave.

Her Tether provided the only light, shimmering beneath the streams. Coins glimmered beneath the surface, collected in deposits like silt, deltas, and alluvial fans, washed down here from who knows where. Huge cables snaked through it into the dark. The walls of the crack were veined with quartz and gold.

Sarah coughed and sputtered as the groundwater tried to pour into her mouth. She tried to move, but spluttered and cried out. Her bones. In her back, in her side. They ground together like a bag of loose gravel. She struggled to keep her head at the surface.

All around her, the cables began to move, retreating into the darkness to wherever they came from, their long, dragging movements causing the loose change to glitter and sing. It piled up beneath Sarah, a pile of pennies and dimes, lifting her out of the water on a bed of treasure.

With one last seismic shift, the cables were gone. Sarah lay there, whimpering at the sharp jabs of pain in her chest and in her legs, the dull throbbing of her head. Her insides felt sloppy, sodden, hot but cooling quickly, almost freezing.

Her eyes fluttered shut and she could see things, blurry-blue glowing things shifting down a long barrel or scope.

Her eyes snapped open when she heard a bark.

“Barks—?” she began, but she couldn’t talk. Her lungs were heavy, as if she were drowning, even though she wasn’t. She did manage to lift her head.

Barksdale, shimmering in the light of the Tether like a mirage, trotted up the pile of coins and stood above her. In this lighting, he was the same blurry-blue as the glow behind her eyes. He licked her face. It felt less like a tongue and more like a tear running down her cheek.

With a grunt and a whine, Barksdale curled up beside her. Sarah could almost feel the weight of him, could almost smell him, even though, when she reached for his wet fur, her hand went right through him and flopped onto the glistening change.

“Oh, Barks,” she said. She felt a vibration in her leg and idly reached for it, thinking it was her mother’s phone—except it wasn’t in that pocket, it was in the other one. Sarah waved it away. She didn’t even have the energy to cough up blood.

“Good b . . .”

Underwater, Sarah’s Tether clicked off. The light shimmered in a ripple, leaving one last blurry-blue on her eyes before the dark. It was waving.



* * *



Steve and JJ ran from the leaning tower, away from the black wing stabbed into the ground. They collapsed outside the cyclone fence, in the rocks and the grass with all the other townspeople atop Cracked Rock.

Mary McPhail grabbed Steve and hugged him, and he hugged her back, and then she reached out and pulled JJ in, too. Everyone was crying and holding hands and watching the tower burn and fall with a great twisting of metal.

In his jacket, Steve’s phone rang. He pulled it out and checked the caller ID.

 


<Janice>

 


He flipped open the clamshell. “Sarah, hello?”

White silence. The kind from a long-distance call.

And then . . .

“Hello, Daddy.”

“Oh my God, where are you?”

“Are you coming?” she asked.

“Yes, yes. Tell me where you’re at!”

“I want to go home, Daddy. I’m going home.”

Steve nodded. “Okay. You wait for us there, all right?”

“All right,” Sarah said. She really did sound like her mom.

“And no more Tethers!” Steve said. “Or you’re grounded!”

JJ erupted into laughter and sobs, a warm shuddering bundle against Steve’s side. Steve sobbed and laughed too, surprised. For the first time in five years, smiling at his son, warming palms with Mary McPhail and listening to everyone cry with joy and sorrow, the grief of losing Janice was gone.

“Okay,” Sarah said, “I’ll wait for you.” There was scratchy silence for a second, and a distant singing, like change getting washed down the drain. “Bye, Daddy.”

“I love you.”

“Goodbye.”
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