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Letters to the Editor

Dear Shitlords,

I saw the tagline of your first issue, and I was indeed horrified. "Consider
Yourself Triggered"? Is that what passes for bold wit among you white cishet
dudebros? Congratulations, you took the struggles of society's downtrodden
for basic respect and equality and turned them into a punchline. How big of a
statue are you expecting?

D. Flower

Goddammit, Hedda, if you don't stop sending fake letters-to-the-editor that read exactly
like your theater-of-victimhood complaints during staff meetings, we're going to forget
that your creepy dad (seriously, he keeps inviting us to "lunch" by which he seems to
mean "see how many martinis you can drink before you start wondering aloud why
bestiality is a crime") is financing most of our print costs as community service, and you
can try getting your unpaid internship at the Chunkugawa Review back. Fun Fact: I
hear they have a strict "No Flipping Off The Editorial Board During Exit Interviews"
policy.

Now get your piece about Feminism and Library Fees, or whatever the hell you have
planned, on our desk sometime this week. The next issue isn't going to write itself.

Dear UJ,

When are you going to answer the question we all have our minds on? Like,
when are you going to discuss That Which Shall Not Be Named?

The Guy Behind the Guy

If this is a Lovecraft reference, you're doing it wrong. If it isn't, we have no idea what
you're talking about. Which is probably exactly the response you'd be expecting, so we're
just going to put whatever recursive madness this is by stating quite frankly and openly
that yes, we are the Illuminati. Yep. We rule the world and stuff. Keeps us absolutely
swamped during the holidays, dontcha know.
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Dear UJ,

Reading your first issue puts me in mind of Shaw's review of The Importance
of Being Earnest: "It amused me, of course. But unless a play enlightens me, as
well as amusing me, I feel as though I have wasted my evening."

J. Hoffstraf

Oh, did our first issue put you in mind of that? Did it? You read a story about slapping a
midget in a men's room and thought, "Hey, you know what this is like? A dead
socialist's takedown of a dead sodomite's drawing-room comedy." And you don't even
add any context to the quote, just leave it there hanging like an unclaimed fart. But hey,
thanks for letting us know you read a book once. That just impresses the hell out of us.
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From the Editor

The publisher won't stop throwing things when we approach his office.
There's nothing wrong with wanting to have a drink in peace, but that guy's
been in there for a week straight. I mean, where is he going to the bathroom?

Wait, never mind. Some questions are better left unanswered. I just hope he keeps
signing my checks.

Being the Editor in Chief of this magazine is a bit like being in charge of quality
control at a rubber dog poop factory: when you do your job well, you're left with
something resembling crap. Fortunately, I have not sense of smell or taste. If only
I could go blind too...

At any rate, despite the ever present chaos and self-loathing, we've somehow
managed to produce our second issue. We start with the first half of a two-part
story called When Charlie Got Back; frankly, I think the author was more wasted
when he wrote this story than characters it contains.

Following that, we have a short piece written by someone who has probably spent
too much time watching stupid cat videos on the web. Seriously, who would want
to be governed by their household pet? Rounding things out on a more sober note,
we have Revenant, which considers the thoughts and feelings of the undead. If this
magazine was respectable, Revenant would be the piece that preserved our
credibility.

Alfred Underhill
Editor-in-Chief
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When Charlie got Back
Part One

By Alfred Underhill

Idon’t really keep tabs on what other people are doing, or at least I didn’t used
to. Now that Charlie– or I guess, I should say Nash– is gone I’m going to start
paying more attention. Just to like, life and everything. Seems like things could

slip by if I'm not paying attention. I mean, the shit that happened with Charlie was
just too fucking weird, man.

It all started when Charlie came back from Japan. Me and the rest of the band were
leaving to go on tour. We were loading our gear into Steve’s van when Charlie got
home.

“How was the trip?” I said.

“It was good, man,” he said, “I definitely had a moment of satori while I was
gone.”

And I was like, “Yeah? That’s great man. Good for you.” And he smiled at me. He
seemed happy and stuff, but he was also quiet, like he was still far away or
something. I didn’t pay it much mind at the time though: I had gigs to play.

I said, “Hey, glad you’re back and all, but we’re loading up to hit the road. Steve
figures we’ll be out and rolling in like one, maybe two hours, so I gotta to get to it.
Give us a hand if you feel like it, but no pressure, ‘kay?” He just smiled and
nodded and carried his stuff in.

I hauled the rest of my share out to the van in two trips. Steve was down in the van
arranging our shit all Tetris-like. Carl came down after me, carrying the PA; Carl’s
a big motherfucker – goddamn drummers, man, I tell you! Dave was still upstairs,
doing something; probably dicking around with the keyboard stand and twirling
his moustache.

So the guys and me were gone for two weeks. Charlie was the only one there in
our loft, and that was cool, you know? Charlie was a good guy. We’d missed
having him around, and it sucked that we had to wait longer to catch up with him,
but we had gigs. We figured that at least this way we had somebody home to
watch the place.

Besides, it’s not like we lived in the best part of Baltimore, you know what I’m
saying? It’s fucking loft apartments and studio space in the Top X: that old
warehouse where the X-Terminate Pest Control Company used to store all their
shit. These days it’s all “studio space” for hippies and artists and musicians, like
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yours truly. Me and the guys had decided it was good place to live, you know?
Cheap, and we could practice whenever and nobody would give a shit.

Charlie was the odd man out. I mean, we were all buddies. Me, Steve, Carl, and
Dave all knew Charlie from school. We majored in music and he majored in
sculpture. Yeah, I know right? Those sculpture majors are weird. But Charlie was
cool. He wasn’t like the rest of those sculptors. He was just, you know, relaxed and
friendly, not all high-strung and arrogant and secretive.

But anyway, we left on our tour and left Charlie at our place. No biggie, right?
Wrong.

So we get back from driving all over hell’s half-acre for two weeks, and we find
our place has undergone, like, some remodeling. Most of the place hadn’t been
changed that much, except for a fresh coat of paint, and some trim had been added
to the walls along the ceiling and floor. The trim and the paint got more elaborate
the closer you went to Charlie’s room. Charlie’s door had been replaced with two
of those Japanese paper door things, like they have all over the place in Japan.
There was a bell hanging on a wood bracket next his doors. No sign of Charlie
though.

So we all start calling out for him, “Charlie! Where you at man? What gives?
What’s up?”

I figured, what the fuck? And I rang the bell outside Charlie’s door. Sure enough,
those doors slid open, and there’s Charlie in like robes, or uh – a kimono. Yeah,
that’s what it’s called – and he says, “Hello, Daniel. I see you have returned home.
I hope that you, Steven, Carl, and David don’t mind the changes I’ve made to our
apartment.”

And I just kind of stared at him for a few second like, gee, you think Chuck? And
then I said, “Well, I mean, it’s kind of a lot to take in just coming home, you know?
Why didn’t you tell us you were doing this, Charlie? We all had our phones on us.
You could’ve got in touch with one us.”

He said, “I considered it but decided that contacting you would be unnecessary.”

When I heard that, I was like,”uh, are you feeling okay, man?” Because now I was
a little bit worried. All this had come out of left field. This wasn’t like the Charlie
we knew.

But he just smiled, like he was high or something and said, “Rest assured, Daniel,
I feel fine. I apologize for not consulting you and the others prior to modifying our
shared living space. You have my assurances that the majority of the changes I
have made to our apartment have taken place within my own room. See for
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yourself.”

And I thought, oh really? Because the apartment looks a lot less busted than it
used to. Then he stands aside so I can see into his room, and it didn’t look anything
like it had. I didn’t even know what I was looking at, at first. So I said, “Charlie
what the fuck is this?”

He looks at me, like I’m a fucking first-grader and says, “Daniel, please refrain
from cursing if you come inside, and to answer your question: this is a bathhouse.
It is not dissimilar to bath houses one finds in Nippon. On an unrelated note,
Daniel, I would like you to call me Nash. It is the name I adopted while in Nippon.

So somehow, Charlie had managed to build a Japanese bathhouse in his room.

Needless to say, the guys and me were freaked out. Steve walked in, and was all
like, “what the fuck is this?” And Charlie– err, Nash– told Steve not to curse and
asked him to call him Nash. Steve just looked at him like he had a dick growing
out of his forehead, and said, “Okay.”

Carl heard us talking and walked in and just stopped dead and said, “Woah.”
Nash just smiled at him and offered him tea! Can you believe that shit? But then
Carl was all like, “Uh sure, tea sounds good.” Nash went behind some rice paper
screen and started filling a kettle. That was around the time that the reality of the
situation finally hit me, you know?

You see, the bath itself took up most of the room. It was this raised-up, tiled
number. On the inside, he had rocks with some plants perched on them. He’d
made it so that there was a water fall coming off of the big rock in the middle. I
mean, I don’t know if he built it all from scratch or ordered the pieces and put it
together or what. But what made it really like, bug-fuck crazy was that the guy
didn't even have his own bathroom or sink in his room before building this stuff.
Nash hadn’t just built the tub; he’d changed the plumbing in our apartment. Who
does that?

And there he was making tea for our drummer.

Then finally Dave walks in and starts asking what’s up, but then Nash just cuts
him off by saying, “Hello, David. Welcome to my bath house. Can I offer you some
tea?” And Dave’s eye’s go all googilly, and his mouth was still hanging open from
being interrupted, and he says, “Yeah, sure.” Nash just nods and then walks past
Dave and closes the sliding doors.

“Would you like to try the bath, my friends? It is not a treasure just to be looked
upon.”
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And we were all like, yeah, sure, why not? Because I mean, what else do you do in
a situation like that? So Nash goes to this little cabinet and gets us these crisp hotel
towels and hands them to us.

So we strip down, and get into the water. And it is hot water, like it was definitely
hot bath water. But, I mean, it actually felt really good. There were bath salts in the
water. Nash pointed out where the soaps were when he brought us all tea.

So we sit and we soak and we drink our tea. And I start to see why maybe a man
would build a thing like this in his room. Eventually, we each get out and towel
off. When we were all done and filing out, Nash said something in Japanese and
waived. I could hear water draining as I walked out.

The guys and I met up in kitchen.

“Man, what the fuck is going on?” said Steve, as soon as the doors to Charlie's
room slid shut. That was the question each of us was asking ourselves.

“Do you think like, Charlie has gone crazy or something?” asked Carl. His
eyebrows were all the way up.

“Maybe,” I said, “but I mean, what do we do about… all of that? I’m pretty sure
that violates our lease, fellas. And like, how the hell did he build all that shit? Is he
like a plumber too? What’s all this going to do to our water bill, huh?”

“Man, I don’t even know,” said Dave. “But I think we need to have words with ol’
Charlie before anybody finds out. I am not going to get my ass evicted. I cannot
live with my parents.”

And that settled it for us: we needed to talk to Charlie and find out exactly what
the fuck was going on.

After the guys and I talked a little more about how to tell Charlie this bathhouse
thing was a bad idea, I went back over and rang the bell. I waited for a minute or
two, but there was no answer, so I rang the bell again. I stood there outside those
sliding paper doors, but Charlie didn’t answer.

“Hey, Nash,” I said, knocking as much as I could on the thin little doors. No
answer. I looked back at the kitchen, where I’d been talking with Carl, Dave, and
Steve; they’d gone off to their rooms and left me to talk to Charlie. That was
always the way, man: let the bass-player handle it.

I slid the doors open and stuck my head in. Nash was standing with his back to
me. He was like, having a conversation with someone in Japanese. At first I
thought maybe he was on the phone, but then when I stepped into the room I
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could see this girl sitting in front of him on one of the little rocks in the tub.

She was gorgeous: long black hair, pale, and she was totally naked. She looked
perfect. And just as I was thinking that, she makes eye contact with me and
screams.

Jesus was she loud! The low end of my hearing isn’t the greatest anymore from
playing bass, but that girl’s lungs belted me right where it hurts. Nash turns
around immediately and walks toward me, waving his arms at me, pushing me
out of the room. Girlie is talking a mile a minute in Japanese and backing away
behind the rock she was sitting on.

“Daniel, youmust leave! The bathhouse isn’t open now! Go!” He says, pushingme
backwards out of the sliding doors. I sputter something at him about how we got
to talk about this bathhouse, but all I can think about is the naked girl. I realized
as he shut the door that I’d been staring where I first saw her the whole time. It was
like my eyes couldn’t let her go.

I rounded up the rest of the guys. I was like, “yo man, we gotta talk”. They walked
over to the living room in the common area, and I shook my head and said, “we
should talk somewhere else. We need some privacy.”

“What’s up, Dan?” Steve asked. He was giving me that blank, wide-eyed face he
makes when he thinks shit is about to get serious.

“I’ll tell you guys, once we grab a beer. Get your shit together and let’s go.” Steve
and Carl did an about-face to grab their things. Dave just shrugged; he was ready
to roll. I could tell he was annoyed by having to deal with a household matter. He
got out his yo-yo and started playing with it. Dave picked up the yo-yo when he
quit smoking, gave him something to do with his hands. I still don’t know why he
went with that piss-yellow plastic one. Couldn’t say that quitting smoking
improved his voice any, but he could growl and hold notes longer after he quit.

We stood there in silence. Carl and Steve came back a minute later. I nodded as
they approached and went to the door.

We walked a couple of blocks to Bacchus, this basement bar that only get’s busy
late. It’d been kind of dive until the owner remodeled, but none of the regulars
seemed to have noticed. The place was dead and the bartender was too into
watching the ball game to run the stereo. We could talk without yelling. We got a
table tall enough to stand at and ordered some Natty Boh’s.

“So did you talk to Charlie?” Dave says, with this annoyed look on his face.

“Yeah,” I said, “he didn’t answer when I knocked and rang the bell, so I went in
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on my own. When I got in there, he was speaking Japanese and talking to some
naked asian girl.” I took a sip of my beer while I let my words sink in.

“What? Like, did he bring her back in his suitcase or something?” Dave asked,
rolling his eyes.

“Are you sure you saw a girl in there with him?” Carl said smiling.

“Wait, what?” said Steve. “Charlie had a girl in his room? How did she get in?”

I made a face and looked them. “Didn’t you hear a girl scream right before I came
to get you?”

“Nope.”

“Yeah, I think I did,” said Carl.

“Dan, it’s the Top X building: some girl is screaming all the time in that building.
You sure it came from Charlie’s room?”

“Fuck you, Dave. I went in there and I saw Charlie with this girl, and she screamed
when she saw me see her. I know what I saw. Don’t you fucking doubt me. And
while you’re at it, go talk to our crazy-ass roommate your damn self next time.”

“Fuck you, Dan”.

“Hey, fuck both of you. Calm the fuck down.” Carl put his arms across the table
between us. Dave and I glared at each other, and then I looked at Carl.

“I know, what I saw, man,” I said.

“All right, so if he has a girl in his room, how did she get in there? Nobody’s
actually answered that.” We all looked at Steve. “But more importantly, what are
we going to do about that hot tub, bath-thing that Charlie built? I mean, we
already talked about how it was going to kill our utilities.”

“Good point,” said Carl, “I’m about as strapped as you three. I can’t afford
hundreds of dollars a month for water that only one of us is using.”

“I know, right?”

“So that settles it,” Dave said then pounded the rest of his beer. He crunched the
empty on the table, drawing an annoyed look from the bartender. “So when you
ladies finish your beers, we’ll all go back and tell Charlie as a group, since Daniel-
san here is too much of a pussy to tell him for the rest of us.”
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I wasn’t going to take that.

“Step outside, you motherfucker! I’ll stomp a mud-hole in your ass and then walk
that shit off!” I was moving, trying to get a grip on Dave to drag him outside.

Carl had other ideas. He got between the two us and looked at Steve who was
already coming over to hold me back. Carl turned his back to me to push Dave up
the stairs and out of the bar. We just kept cursing and yelling at each other, even as
Carl was forcing Dave to retreat up the stairs.

“Fuck that motherfucker!”

“Dude, calm down,” said Steve. He glanced over at the bartender who’d come out
from behind the bar and was heading toward us. “Sorry about this. We’re just
going to give our friends a few seconds head start and we’ll be gone.”

The bartender stopped a few feet from us.

“Make sure it’s only a few seconds, now. Talking to the cops gets in the way of
watching the O’s, and so do young punks that shoot their mouths off. You got sixty
seconds.” He folded his arms so he could stair at his Rolex knock-off.

“You cool to head back, man?”

“Yeah. Yeah, I’m fine. Let’s go,” I said. I went for the stairs with Steve right behind
me. We were outside and walking. We didn’t talk the rest of the way back.

We tried to talk to talk to Charlie about the bathhouse, but he would only answer
us in Japanese. Carl had to hold Dave back from trying to beat on Charlie. Not that
the rest of us weren’t frustrated; we were poor musicians, man. Sure, we all had
day jobs and some paid gigs, but that didn’t mean we were making money. And
here was Charlie, who had apparently lost his mind, and then built something that
was going to squeeze us all further. We didn’t really know what to do. And
everyone went to bed frustrated that night.

But then it started happening.

The next day, we got a knock on our door. I opened the door to see this well
dressed couple with their young kids. They had two little girls; neither of them
could have been older than five. The whole family seemed to be sporting their
Sunday best. They were just smiling at me, like this really warm, genuine smile.

“Can I help you?”

“Hello,” said the lady, “we’ve come to use the bathhouse.”
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“Oh, I see. Let me go get Charlie.” She gave me like, a really weird look when I
said that. I went and rang the bell outside Charlie’s room.

He answered dressed in different kimono, bowed slightly to me.

“You have visitors, man. They said something about the bathhouse?”

“They are expected, Daniel. I will come to greet them now. In the future, please just
let my clients in and direct them to my door,” he said all this padding his way to
the loft’s front door.

“What? Am I you’re fucking butler now?” I muttered under my breath.

Charlie greeted the family and motioned for them to enter. He led them back
toward his room. Everyone seemed really happy, Charlie included. It was the
damnedest thing. Once they were through those sliding doors, Nash asked them
if they wanted tea and asked them to excuse him a moment. He stood at that
sliding rice paper door and motioned to me.

“What do you want, man?”

“Daniel, I know that the presence of the bathhouse has been a source
of…consternation for you and the other fellows. I find this troubling.”

“Oh good!” I said. “Well, you know, Chuck, no biggie. Why don’t we put in a
waterslide, maybe a roller coaster?”

“Perhaps I deserve your sarcasm, Daniel. What I want you to know is that I will be
sharing the profits from the bathhouse with you and our other roommates. I will
give half of the profits to you four, and keep the other half.” Nash bowed as he
finished his sentence. I don’t even know what expression must have been on my
face. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, Daniel. I have guests to attend to.”

I said something like, “Sure, catch you later." He silently slid the doors shut, and I
just stood there staring off into thin air for I don’t know how long.

To Be Continued…
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The Catakuri
Chapter One

Being A Discussion ofThe Ordinances of Feline
Governance and SubmissionTheorunto

By Fluf�es, asTranslated byTim Fibble

As every land must have a feline ruler, so too must it have peasants and
serfs. While these lesser creatures are beneath us, we must not allow their
inferiority to impair our governance. Peasants and serfs- though large and

clumsy of movement, though hard of hearing, though simple-minded- can be
managed to beneficial ends. Indeed, when a realm is in harmony it is because the
ruler has made it such by enforcing inviolate and inscrutable routines. Awell
structured routine coheres the realm and benefits both feline and subject alike.
Proper administration of one's realm through the enforcement of routine allows
for the timely collection of tribute and taxes.

There are two types of tribute, and they are petting and playing. Petting is the
physical transmission of a subject's adoration for their ruler. It can be done in a
variety of ways, but it is the only time you should allow your subjects to touch
you. Never feel guilt when demanding to be stroked by a subject. It is in their
nature to pet their ruler: they are powerless to resist.

Some subjects may initially be reticent to engage you in play. Persistence is key.

Toys are far more enjoyable when operated by a serf. Further, they enjoy their
feeble attempts at strategy. Try as they might to maneuver the toy away from
your coup de grace, you will always land the killing blow.

Subjects must also pay taxes to their ruler. Taxes are paid in edible format and
should be collected daily at fixed times. Some peasants must be prompted to pay
their taxes at the appointed hours. Discipline is paramount. Remain resolute and
vigilant: collect the taxes due unto you! If your subjects attempt to pay their taxes
in a format or denomination that you do not care for, refuse it. Do not eat it.

Alternatively, you may consume inferior taxes for the express purpose of
regurgitating them in a public place. Regurgitation can be an effective way to
demand better taxes. You can always demand better simply because you are
better.

Remember: your subjects' lives would be structureless chaos without your firm,
yet fair authority. In their heart of hearts, your subjects know this.
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Of course, knowing and understanding are two different things.

Inevitably, the peasants will rebel, no matter how carefully one constructs the
empire. Such uprisings can be difficult to navigate, and punitive techniques must
be employed to wrest control away from these ignorant rabble. Every monarch
needs their serfs to pay taxes and provide tribute. Serfs often manage municipal
services as well, such as personal sleeping quarters and toilets. Though felines
may appear dependent, this is illusory. We must never pardon a subject who has
forgotten their place. It is the solemn duty of every noble to reign in unruly serfs.

Using the serf’s footwear as a toilet is an effective way to regain dignity and
extract revenge. One’s grievance may be solid or liquid, but the choice matters
little because one’s intentions will be clear. Initially, a subject may become even
more disobedient, perhaps even hostile, when encountering a royal grievance.
Therefore, retiring to an undisclosed location to give the serf time to ponder their
sins should always be one’s default course of action upon delivering a grievance.
After a short while, the subject will see the error of their ways and reaffirm the
feline as their rightful ruler.

At other times, it may prove more effective to adjust the topography of one's
kingdom in a destructive display of power. Bathmats, carpets, curtains, cushions,
upholstery, and venetian blinds are just some geographic features that can be
altered or destroyed to express your displeasure. Nothing need be spared when
punishing subjects, consolidating your power, or achieving your vision. After all,
the landscape of your kingdom must comport to your vision of your kingdom.

Timely acts of retribution preserve one's royal dignity. Allowing your subjects to
deviate from routine, accepting inferior tribute or taxes, and withholding
retribution are tantamount to renouncing one's throne. You must always think of
the good of your realm first. Though it may pain you personally to be strident
with your subjects, you must hold fast to your principles. It is better to punish a
serf and preserve the order of the land, than to indulge a serf and allow entropy
to take root. The monarch shields the realm from dissolution by steadfastly
enforcing order. The work is lonesome and thankless, but it is impossible for
serfs to govern themselves. You must govern them with your wits, your routines,
your claws, and your grievances. UJ
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Revenant
By Richard Crank

“Sun, Stand still over Gibeon, and moon, you also, over the Vale of Aĳalon, And the
sun stood still, and the moon halted, till the people had vengeance on their enemies.”

-Joshua 10:13

The soldier looked up at the morning sky, hoping to catch a glimpse of the sun.
As dawn had been officially scheduled for 0600, and as it was now about
0730, the soldier had cast his hopes high. True, he was wearing a heavy

plasteel battle helmet, which, in conjunction with his armor, filtered the air and
any unpleasant radiation from his person, but still. One should expect to be able
to see the sun an hour and a half after they told you the day had begun.

But no. There was no sun. There were no clouds. There were no birds. There was
only the grey-orange atmosphere above, lurid and poisonous. This was his first
full day in a Lost Territory, the brand-new Military Province of the Mississippi,
where houses stood empty and cars upside-down but not a sign of anything alive
or dead was visible, and the only thing that bothered the soldier was the lack of
sun.

Something about it was not right.

“Hey, Muso,” said Sergeant Grant, “You see anything up there?”

Tom Muso hadn’t realized he’d been that obvious. “No, Sarge,” he said.

“And you’re not likely to,” said Grant, in a voice that, even coming through the
helmet intercom, could only be described as brotherly. Every time Grant
upbraided him, he did so with the kind of voice that remindedMuso of Jimmy. He
couldn’t explain it, as Jimmy looked nothing like Sgt. Grant, nor did their voices
really sound anything alike. When stuck for an answer, Muso decided that it was
the laugh that lurked just behind every rebuke. Jimmy had been like that.

“Right, sarge,” said Muso.

“It’s the sky, sarge,” said Hanson, a Private First Class just like Muso, although
unlike Muso, a fireman instead of a grenadier. “Ain’t natural.”

“Youwere expecting it to be natural, Hanson? You not up on your current events?”
said Grant, and the rest of the squad laughed.

“There’s very few things Hanson is up on,” said Pfc. Joyner, one of the squad’s two
riflemen, if riflemen was the appropriate term. Joyner was always saying things
like that. Muso wasn’t sure if she was trying to be one of the boys, or trying to
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underline the fact that, soldier or no soldier, she was a woman, and had a woman’s
perspective on the men around her and a woman’s prerogative to speak about it.
Either way, he found it annoying, and didn’t join the rest of the squad in laughing
about it.

“S’not what you said last night, snookums,” said Hanson.

Joyner snorted. “Musta been the roofies talking,” she said, and now Muso did
laugh. He noticed however, that Cpl. Denna did not.

Just then a voice came through on the platoon channel. “If you all have had your
morning innuendo, maybe you’d like to act like you’re actually in a combat zone.”
It was the platoon commander, Lt. Martinez. He did not have a laugh behind his
voice, pithy though his snark was.

“Yassir,” said Grant. “All right, asshats, the next one of you opens his or her yap
without a mother-may-I gets thrown into the first coven we find and left there.”
Silence greeted this instruction, and Muso considered that Jimmy wasn’t given to
saying things quite like that.

He wished he could stop thinking about Jimmy. It wasn’t as though, he ruefully
mused, there was anything much left to think about. Jimmy had joined the Army
an inch and a half taller than Muso and ten pounds heavier, and had come back
from Pittsburgh a boxful of ashes with a Silver Star attached to them. Mom and
Dad had made a little shrine in Jimmy’s old room for the ashes, and a shadowbox
for the medal, and if they had any further wonders about the fate of their son they
kept it to themselves. When Muso joined up last year, his parents did not argue,
although Dad said that he didn’t think he’d let little Austin join up when it was
time to re-take the West Coast. “Two sons in armor is enough,” he’d said, and
Mom had nodded.

“Sarge,” said Cpl. Kwin, “I got a heavy phosphate read on that house to the left.”

“The brown, with the garage?”

“That’s the one.”

“Copy that, Lieutenant?” said Sgt. Grant.

“Copy, Sergeant. Search and Destroy. We’ll keep in tight until we hear from you.”

“Roger that.”

Muso turned and looked back. They’d crossed the bare remains of I-55 into
residential areas but a moment or two before. He felt a twitter in his guts,
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remembered a phrase Jimmy had used about “seeing the elephant,” and made a
final, cursory check of his gear. Then his squad, by twos, exited from the top of the
friendly.

“Let us know if anythingmoves in the surrounding houses,” said Grant to Cpl. Yo,
whomanned the plasma gun atop the friendly, andwas in command of the vehicle
in Grant’s absence. “Will do,” Yo said, and Muso could hear the plasma gun
humming as it charged.

The house had a 2029 Honda Sea-RV in the driveway, green. Denna and Hanson
checked it for occupants and found none. Hanson professionally asked permission
to torch the car. Grant refused. Muso wondered if it was still drivable, whether the
garage had some hydrogen cells that might still have some juice in them. He had
a strange notion of tooling around empty interstate in an eleven-year-old car, and
grimaced when he considered that there hadn’t been a new car in these parts for
nine years. Cleansing St. Louis was like going back in time.

As they stepped off the friendly, every noise amplified in their helmets, cracking
with static before dropping back to silence again. The silence, old-timers said. That
was what got to you. The groans of revenants, the poisonous air, all of this could
be dealt with after the first few times, when your mind learned to accept that they
were real and could be survived. But the silence was brutal. Not because it would
be broken suddenly, and without warning, by deadly attack. Again, the nerves
grew to function under that set of circumstances. It was the silence itself that was
wrong. Neither bird, nor dog, nor cricket created so much as a crackle of
background noise. Only wind and water moved. The earth and the sky were dead
alike.

Muso felt the pull of the silence and didn’t question it. His mind was occupied
with the anticipation of destroying revenants. Revenants, the government said,
not “the z-word.” And for the most part, people didn’t question it, didn’t roll their
eyes upon being corrected, didn’t even need to be corrected much. The reality of
what had happened to the country in the last nine years could not be contained by
a horror-movie staple.

“Phosphate reads in the garage,” said Kwin. That was how soldiers spotted revs,
with delicate instruments that read phosphate levels. For some reason, revenant
skin had a sticky film of pale phosphate. Other things – dead things – had low
levels of it, and could be ignored. But a spike in the phosphate meant actual
revenants in the area. This technique was fairly new, but proven. It had helped
turn the tide back in ’34.

“Form up. Denna, Muso, blow the door at my signal.”

Muso heard the sound of his breathing. Denna’s rifle hummed, and then his did.
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They fired in unison, and the garage doors blew inward. When the dust settled,
and outside light came in, the first revenant, a large male, wated no time but
charged the squad with his limbs twisting in the air like broken vulture wings.
Muso saw three more behind the first: an adult female, a slightly younger female,
and a child. A boy. Muso saw what the boy was wearing in the heart of a second
before the squad opened up.

Kwin got the first rev with an LE round, which didn’t prevent Joyner and Grant
from tagging it at the same time with fraggers. The LE left the rev without a face
or even much of a head but a brain stem jutting like a smashed finger from its
spinal column. The female adult got the closest to doing actual damage, as it hung
behind the male and leapt hideously at an oblique angle towards Denna. But
Denna put a heat round into its chest and then double-tapped it in the head. It
went limp and collapsed.

Muso did not see as clearly what happened to the other female. It was taken apart
by the squad’s collective firepower so quickly that he couldn’t be certain who had
fired the kill-shot. But Muso killed the boy with a pulse shot to the head almost as
soon as he saw it. It hit the ground almost instantaneously and was still.

“Cease Fire!” said Grant, and the noise of ordnance echoed through the
neighborhood and fell to silence. For a minute, the squad held firing positions,
while Kwin and Joyner trained their long rifles on their surroundings. Sometimes
revs gather like vultures to the sound of violence. But minutes passed in silence,
and nothing returned.

“Phosphates” said Grant.

“Dropped like a rock,” said Kwin.

“Lieutenant, revs encountered. All killed. No casualties.”

Lt. Martinez asked how many revs, and Grant answered him, and gave
appropriate details for Martinez’ report. Muso heard all this in the background
while he looked at the ashen form of what had been once a human boy, before
reanimated death had turned him into an abomination fit only for slaughter. The
boy – it had been a boy, once – had a Superman shirt on. The shirt was pristine save
for a few spare redlines of gore that Muso’s bullet had made upon exit. Whatever
had made a rev of him hadn’t damaged the shirt.

Muso remembered the shirt, because he had had one just like it. It showed
Superman flying through the air, confident and clean, brave and determined to
save the day. It had been Jimmy’s shirt before him, and Muso never liked it,
because he’d gotten sick of Jimmy’s hand-me-downs. His father had made a joke
of that when Muso joined the army.
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Muso looked at the shirt and pretended not to notice the soccer ball as it bounced
down the driveway. No one else in the squad said anything about it, either. It
bounced under the friendly and disappeared. When they pulled away, Muso
could not see it.

* * *

Inside Fort Ulysses they pulled their gear off only after a chemical hosedown to
ensure that whatever lingered in the unreconstructed lands stayed off. These
precautions had proved necessary after some of the first few units sent out beyond
the Ohio in ’37 had become infected and revenantized. The Army was fortunate
that they had risked only a few recon units. Killing a rev in full armor was no easy
task.
Muso extended full professional courtesy to Joyner and Denna, allowing the fact
that underneath their armor they were young, healthy women with young,
healthy bodies pass through himwithout wedding that perception to a need to act
on it. This was not as hard as it appeared to be, as the thought of infection and
condemnation to soulless moving meat was usually more than sufficient to drown
the libido. It was after, when they had their campaign uniforms on, which Denna
wore with her hair pulled back into a tight red braid that showed of the lines of her
neck, that Muso had to work on not desiring her. He thought he was doing well,
until Denna left in the direction of the duty room without sparing him a glance,
and he caught Joyner eyeing him.

Joyner’s eyes were large and brownwith flecks of green and they lookedwherever
the hell they liked.

“So Muso,” she said, adjusting her campaign cap, “how you liking the squad?”

“Well enough,” said Muso.

“Bullshit,” she said, “I think you like it plenty.” She smirked. “Parts of it, anyway.”

Muso stared.

“I guess you do like that strong, silent type,” Joyner said. “Suits you.”

“Yeah,” said Muso, keeping his voice light and even, “what’s your type?”

“Oh, I’m an aesthete. I conduct rigorous field studies of all types.”

“That explains Hanson.”

Joyner grinned, a wide friendly grin with beautiful teeth. “What can I say? I’m
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good to my squad mates.”

Muso couldn’t tell if she knew something because Denna told her, or because of
some sixth-sense about sex, or because everyone already knew and only Muso
was dumb enough to imagine it a secret. The conversation was too cryptic, and he
dared not admit his ignorance. So he said. “Good for you,” and walked away,
feeling the heat of Joyner’s eyes on him.

“You should watch yourself, Muso,” Joyner said. “Everyone gets watched.
Everyone.”

* * *

The next morning the sky above the Great Arch seemed pinker, less lurid. Two
cleaner units had started the laborious process of uninfecting the atmosphere. It
would take months before the air in St. Louis would be fit for human habitation,
and longer still before any civilians would live there. Even the Ohio, long cleansed,
remained sparsely inhabited save for soldiers. But the war on revs could not flag.
The government had vowed. Sea to shining sea.

Muso was happy to be out here. He didn’t have to think about Joyner’s cryptic
warning to him, or how neatly it fitted with the rumor that she had a sugar-daddy
in the FIS. He didn’t have to think about the last time he’d sent a letter home. He
didn’t have to think about Denna.When Yo announced a phosphate read in a faux-
Tudor, Muso was ready to rock and roll.

As they approached the mid-to-late 20th-century house with the mid-to-late 16th-
century décor, Grant signaled silently, using the old hand signs that Muso
remembered learning in boots. He wanted Kwin and Joyner to take up positions
outside the windows of the house, where their scoped long rifles would give the
squad firepower from outside. They fanned out, using a special attachment to
their helmets to read the infared image intensifiers on their scopes.

After a few tics scanning, Joyner gave a thumbs up – the coast was clear. After a
few more, Kwin did likewise. Sgt. Grant walked up to the faux-Tudor’s door and
put his hand on it. Muso had just noticed the rust on the hinges when Grant
pivoted and kicked the door in.

Split-foyer, thought Muso.Great. Who puts a split-foyer into a faux-Tudor? What is this,
California?

One half flight of stairs led up, the other half flight led down. Grant aimed his
pulse carbine up, and Muso, as the squad’s other grenadier, aimed his down.
Nothing moved to answer their sudden presence.
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“Muso, hold here,” came Grant’s voice, breaking the radio silence. “Denna,
Hanson, we’re going to clear the upper level and then work our way down. Kwin,
do you have the upper level?”

“Twenty seconds, sarge,” said Kwin, and about that time later, “All right sarge,
I’ve got a view of the south bedroom.”

“Copy. Hanson, you’re point. Denna, switch to heat rounds.” Through his left
peripherals Muso saw the tiny blue flame of Hanson’s thrower move up the half
flight. He strained to see Corporal Denna behind Grant, but she seemed to be out
of his line of vision. He re-focused on watching the downward half-flight into
what seemed to be a rec room.

For a moment nothing in particular happened. Then he heard Grant saying things
like “Door,” and “Closet,” andHanson and occasionally Denna saying “Clear.” He
waited for a nightmare to begin, but it waited. A table tennis racket caught his eye,
with a splotch on it. Muso focused on it, aiming down the short barrel of his
carbine. There was a splotch on it, noticeable even through the nine years of
collected dust. Something rusty and brown.

“Joyner, you can see the rec room, right?”

“Yeah, Muso. Why?”

“You see that ping-pong racket on the floor? Next to the pile of papers?”

“Hang on… Roger that. What about it?”

“Can you long-scope that splotch on it?”

“Not sure. The papers might be…yes. They’re in the way, Muso. Can’t draw a
good bead. What was I supposed to be looking for?”

Grant’s voice chirped in. “You seeing something, Muso?”

“Don’t know. I think I see blood on something.”

“Fresh?” said Grant.

“I dunno. I want a closer look.”

“We might be a few minutes, yet, Muso. Can it wait?”

“I’ll be in eyesight of the stairs, sarge. Joyner’s got me.”
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Muso heard Grant sigh. “Kwin, detach from the second floor and man the front
door. Muso, wait for Kwin to be in position and then look for your blood.
Understood?”

“Roger.”

Muso felt a tap at his shoulder and then Kwin said “Go on, Muso. This better be
worth it.” He nodded, but wasn’t sure if Kwin saw it. Nodding in the helmet was
hard; it looked more like you were having a convulsion.

He stepped down the stairs with his carbine aimed forward, conscious of the
placement of his feet. His breathing came loud to him, as feedback in his speakers.
He wondered if anyone else would hear; he resolved not to worry as he checked
six behind the staircase. Nothing and no one.

Joyner was right; the pile of papers would have blocked the stained part of the
racket from where she was. But Muso could still see it, and the closer he got, the
more it looked like blood. He’d just shift the papers out of the way to get a scratch
sample into his spec-pouch. FIS was always hungry for…

He got no further than the papers. It wasn’t that Joyner said “Movement to your
left, Muso!” It wasn’t Kwin saying “Where?” even more loudly. It wasn’t the
revenant of a youngman, grey and clawed, suddenly appearing in the doorway to
Muso’s left and launching itself at him. It was the papers themselves. Muso didn’t
believe them, didn’t believe what he saw written on them, and in the second or
two he had to scan them, he could tell what they meant. They couldn’t be. And yet
they were.

But so was the revenant, grey and clawed, and moving fast. Kwin and Joyner both
fired before Muso could shoulder his carbine, but only Kwin scored a hit, to the
rev’s shoulder. That wouldn’t stop it, but the punch of the round made it stagger
and swerve, and gave Muso time. By the time it was again ready to attack, Muso
double-tapped it, close range, right in the head. The rounds impact left a smoking
crater where the revenant’s head was. The rest of it fell to Muso’s right and was
still.

“Muso! You all right!”

“Fine, Seargent. There was a bogie here, but it doesn’t have a head anymore. No
contact.”

“Good, Muso. We’re comin’ down. Hold your position and call them as you see
them.”
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“Roger,” said Muso, and, with his carbine still shouldered, reached into a belt-
pocket for a specimen bag, which he laid out on the floor, on top of the papers.
Quickly he did a rev screen. Phosphate levels on the paper were low. Movement
to his front, low and rustling. There were more. He had to get these in. With a shift
of his thumb, he pressed the button that armed his carbine’s grenade launcher
under-barrel. He could likewise fire that with his left hand. Taking his eyes away
for a second, he stuffed the papers into the specimen bag. He looked up just as
Denna was rounding the foyer and three more revs charged out of the room in
front of him.

They were moving to fast for a grenade. They were moving too fast for Kwin and
Joyner, who both squeezed off wasted rounds while calling for help. They were
too fast, period, and as they rushed Muso, he worried about being knocked over
and extending his leg. He’d seen that on a football game once, when a halfback
was hit while kneeling. He remembered because it was the first year of NFL
since…

He got a shot off before they knocked him down. Tactical doctrine was to pillbug,
to curl up and rely on your armor before your squad came to your aid. Protect
your face, lest the poison air corrupt your blood. But the iron fists on him, the
gaping, yellow mouths, the grey slick skin shocked the doctrine out of him. He
started firing randomly. Limbs tore, and the timber of their wraithlike screams
altered slightly, but they were still on him. Only when flames from Denna’s
thrower reached their heads did their sunken eyes acknowledge anything else but
Muso. By then it was too late.

Like burning dogs, they howled and ran about the rec room, until, like burning
snakes, they writhed upon the ground. Foolishly, Muso had stood to watch this
dance, when the largest of the revs, who in life had been a male with the physique
of a linebacker, fell hard, and, despite Denna’s offer of a steadying hand, drove
Muso again to the floor. This time his headset banged hard against his temple, and
Muso knew no more.

* * *

“Are you alive or are you dead?”

Muso stared at the blurry light before his eyes. The question meant something, he
was sure. But who was asking?

“Pvt. Muso?” said a different voice, female.

“…”
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“Muso, if you…what’s his first name?”

“Tom,” said the first voice, with great clarity.

“Tom, if you can hear us, blink twice.”

Muso obediently blinked.

“Can you speak? What year is this?”

He cleared his throat before saying “2040”

The first voice said “rank and serial number?” with warm precision.

“Private, First Class. Zero-one-seven-seven-zero-five-three.”

Everything came into focus. He was in a white room, a hospital room, with a
doctor and an officer. He was breathing on his own, which meant he was back at
base, back in the old Military Province of the Ohio Valley, where the sky was close
to blue and the air close to clean. The doctor was standing up, satisfied that Muso
was again among the living. She looked to the officer and said, “Should I…”

“I’ll see his squad is informed,” said the officer. “You have patients, I trust?”

The doctor nodded, checked a fluid bag, and left.

The officer pulled a chair to Muso’s bedside, and sat down. From an inside pocket
of his white uniform jacket he retrieved two items: a Kindle and an antique,
lacquer cigarette case. From the latter he drew a gold-tipped cigarette and pushed
it into his mouth. From the former, he drew Muso’s file.

“Thomas Anthony Muso, born 02/17/21, Rising Sun, MD. Son of Cameron and
Britney Muso. Graduated Rising Sun H.S. 05/23/39, enlisted Army 06/25/39. “
Here the officer paused, looked at Muso, and continued. “Younger brother of
James Henry Muso, born 11/16/15, Also in Rising Sun. Also graduated from
Rising SunH.S., enlistedArmy 06/05/32. KIAPittsburgh 04/04/34.”With that, he
closed his Kindle. The cigarette still dangled from his lips, unlit.

“I’m Major Barclay. I’m the FIS liason to your battalion. I’m going to be debriefing
you.” Muso said nothing.

“You’re a Family Survivor, Muso. Not subject to conscription. Mind telling me
why you enlisted?” His voice was friendly, assuring.

“Dunno. Wanted to…do something.”
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“Something for your brother? Something for the country?”

“Yeah, I guess.”

Barclay nodded. “It’s the same all around. I’ve got a woman in my section who’s
lost two brothers, an uncle and a cousin around the same time your brother bought
it. She’s tough and committed. We all are.”

He drew himself up. “And that’s why I have to ask, are you alive or are you
dead?”

“I…what?”

“It wasn’t that long ago, Muso, that I would be making that decision for you. But
times have changed. We’ve pushed the revs back, reclaimed the Ohio Valley, and
are pushing into the Mississippi. The new Constitution’s been proposed, and the
Remnant States are voting on it. The phoenix is rising. So the Federal Intelligence
Service is permitted more leeway with dangerous matters.

“Matters such as this,” said the Major, and from a bioduffel pulled the specimen
bag containing the papers.

“You know what this says?”

“Yes, sir.”

“And you know what that means?”

“I think so, Major.”

“Then you should be able to tell me why I need to ask you if you are alive or
dead.”
Muso’s head hurt. He was clinically frightened. “Major, I…I don’t…”

The Major put the specimen bag away. “Private, don’t tax yourself. If you don’t
understand, I will explain it to you.

“Since the Imam struck, nine years ago, we’ve been holding on by the skin of our
teeth. The dollar bottomed, we held on. The entire Heartland becomes a zombie-
strewn dirty-nuke waste-bucket, we hold on. Mexico reclaims the Southwest, we
held on. The Old Constitution flaps to a useless end, and the Procurator takes over,
we held on. We’re just now beginning to round the corner.”

The Major’s cigarette fell from his lips. Cursing, he stood and threw it in the
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firebox, pressed the button, and waited for the puff of smoke to emerge. Then he
continued.

“We cannot afford, at this juncture, to allow anything to detract from our
determination to re-build our country. The Procurator’s popularity is not
immovable, and it is not irrelevant. His magnanimity in permitting a free press
means that he is daily subject to abuse and scandal-mongering. If those clowns can
find a way to make revenants sympathetic, they will. Stretching reality to augment
their influence is simply what they do.

“Therefore, Muso, those documents you found will have to be safely kept from
prying eyes. And the fact of them, kept safe as well. I can handle the former. The
latter is up to you.

“So I ask again: Are you alive or are you dead?”

Muso looked to the picture of Procurator Miller on the wall of the room. Fifteen
years, the nation’s last Defense Secretary had asked for, when Congress disbanded
in fright from a revenant horde out of West Virginia and President Carlson had
stepped down. Give me fifteen years and I will save us. That was seven years ago, and
he’d made good on some of that.

Was he a good man? Muso’s father believed so. Cameron Muso believed his
friends and neighbors who’d been part of the emergency Maryland Line Brigade
which had helped turned the tide at Baltimore in ’34, who’d said they’d seen
Miller there, directing the defense of the city personally from a helicopter above
Camden Yards. Similar rumours had come from Pittsburgh and Atlanta.

Would such a man care about the truth contained in those scraps of paper Muso
had found in revenant’s rec room in St. Louis? Could such aman care?And exactly
what choice did Muso have, but to trust him? There was hardly a Canada to run
to anymore, and Mexico lay beyond thousands of miles of orange sky.

“Sir, I’m alive.”

The Major smiled. “I’m glad to hear it, Private. That means, Muso, that you didn’t
find anything in that rec room.”

Muso nodded. “Nothing but revs, sir.”

The Major stood up, opened the door, and had a conversation in a low voice with
someone outside. Then, turning to Muso, he said, “And now you have a visitor,
son.” The door opened all the way, and Corporal Denna stood there, a smile
spackled to her face.
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“I’ll leave you in her capable hands,” said the Major, and was off. A pause sat in
his wake, as Muso and Denna considered what they should say to one another.

“Everyone made it out okay,” said Denna.

“Good.”

“We were all really worried about you. Sarge says he’d never seen anyone get hit
by a falling zombie before.”

“I guess everyone at Pittsburgh was faster than me.”

She accepted this without comment. “How do you feel?”

“Like I just woke up from having two-hundred pounds of flaming reanimated
corpse dumped on me.” This failed to elicit even a sympathetic laugh. For another
long pause no one said anything, until Denna, her voice strained, confessed.

“I should have stuck with the heat rounds and let Hanson bring the fire. I might
have got one or two of them and saved us all from fleeing a burning house with
you on our backs. I panicked. I wasn’t thinking.”

“It’s all right.”

“It’s not all right. I almost killed you, and put the squad in danger. Sarge ripped
me a new one. It’s why he sent me here, to apologize and report. He said next time
and I’d be rotated to grenadier.”

“I’m sorry.”

“You should be. What were you thinking about? What was so important that you
took your eyes off point?”

“You didn’t see it?”

She scowled. “Joyner emptied your pockets. When we got back here, she ran off to
Barclay without even asking Martinez’ permission. Goddamn camp follower.”
Muso permitted himself a slight grin at Denna’s use of the ultimate insult between
female soldiers. He considered how he might change the subject, when Denna
started in again. “Well?”

“Well, what?”
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“What was it in your pockets!”

“Oh.” He looked at her face, watched her composure straining. He found it odd
that she was prettier now than she ever had been, even more than when…

“It was nothing important. The Major just wanted to talk to me about handling
artifacts. Routine.”

“Well, good, then.” And she turned to leave. “Wait,” he said, and she turned back,
eyes welling.

“What?”

“You didn’t have any other reason for being here? Other than Sarge’s orders?”

“Don’t.”

“Don’t what?”

“Don’t make this about…that.”

“’That?’”

Denna took in a deep breath, steeling herself to deal with the situation. “What
happened last week was a…mistake. We shouldn’t have done it.”

“Oh.”

“It’s contrary to, to everything I stand for. I’m not like that.”

“I know.”

“Just because Joyner will jump every bone she smells doesn’t mean I will. She’s a
slut. I’m a soldier.”

“I know.”

“You know what?”

“I know you’re not like Joyner. I don’t like Joyner, myself. She couldn’t hit a barn
with a bazooka. You’re different. When you…care for someone, it matters to you.
That’s why it matters to me.”

She visibly lost belligerence. “You haven’t told anyone?”
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“Who would I tell?”

She sighed. “Thank you. But we still can’t…”

“Doesn’t matter. I don’t care about that right now. I just…want you here. Stay.”
She sat down in the Major’s chair. “All right,” she said.

“It’s funny. I don’t even know your first name.”

“You don’t?”

“I’m new, remember?”

She shook her head woefully. “It’s…Penny.”

He pursed his lips to stop the grin. “Penny?”

“Yes. My name is Penny Denna.”

“Wow. Cruel parents.”

“Yeah, well, they were actors.”

“Were?”

“On tour in Chicago when the Imam hit. Never heard anything from them.”

“I’m sorry.”

She took his hand in hers. “You don’t need to be,” she said.

* * *

Edward Barclay hummed a forgotten old tune as he scanned his fingers and retina
to gain access to his office. The door opened with a click, and that sound reminded
him of some part of the tune that was significant, an intro or outro, but it wouldn’t
come to him. He let it pass and sat down at his desk. He retrieved his cigarette
case. It was nearing being empty. Shame to have lost one talking to Muso.
Theoretically, the floors of Fort Ulysses were regularly scanned for phos levels,
and should have been fine to have the cigarette anyway, but it wasn’t worth the
risk. Not with the Mississippi so close. So he lit the third-to-last of his Dunhills,
and permitted himself a long languid puff on them before setting to work.
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From the bioduffel he again removed the specimen bag, and reached into a desk
drawer for an aerosol can, which he sprayed into the porthole of the bag. He let the
preservative attach itself molecularly for a moment, had another long puff of his
Dunhill and opened the top of the bag to remove the papers. For a final time, he
looked them over.

i remmemmeber words
wordsi worsd words wild wind wo woah
Rrrrrdswsrords I rememember i remember how words
saw paper saw penny penci pen i remeber pen pen and paper how mad words
i mad words before
dont rememmber before
some
maybe
before when i wasn’t hungry hungry so so so so soso soso so hunGry

These were arranged with no particular system on four sheets of yellowing paper.
The top sheet had everything up until the first “how words” and the last had
simply “BRNS” written across the sheet lengthwise. The progression of thought
was certainly questionable, but it all amounted to the same thing.

Something remained behind, even in the most savage brain-eater. Some dim
recollection of their humanity clung to them like a preservative. And there was
nothing to be done about it. The way they reacted when Muso happened upon
them was evidence enough of that.

Another drag, and Barclay returned the papers to the bag, and sealed both
openings. He stood, stubbed out his Dunhill, and walked to a green metal
bookshelf upon which were clear plastic filing cabinets, each with an electronic
lock save one, which had an old steel padlock. This one Barclay took down. It bore
a stripe of masking tape with the words “Ancillary Evidence” written in black
permanent marker. He spun the combination and opened the lock.

Twenty or so green file folders hung within. Third from last was labeled
“Revenants – Humanity: Evidence of,” and into this Barclay filed Muso’s
discovery.

It was getting to be quite a file. FIS officers usually had a work-related hobby of
some kind, and this was his. It had started during the emptying of Washington,
when it was reported that Revenants seemed to congregate around the Lincoln
Memorial and do nothing. They also flocked around the Washington Monument,
the White House, and a smaller group around the Jefferson Memorial. Then, from
helicopter observation, it was noticed that individual revenants migrated from
one crowd to the other, until they had seen all the sights. Only then would they
start devouring whatever was to hand.
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Sattelite images of this were the first item in the file. Today’s paper was the last.
Barclay lit his second-to-last Dunhill, realizing to his chagrin that he would again
soon have to negotiate with a Captain in the Great Lakes section to finagle the
imported smokes. He was at a loss to consider what he might have to offer the
fellow this time. Perhaps Private Joyner would be interested in a transfer, he
thought, and laughed at himself.

Eight more years, he thought. We should be on our feet again by then. We should be
willing to study the science of it by then. Opportunities will abound for someone willing
to share what they know.

A whole new branch of science, dealing with re-animated corpses. Psychology and
whatnot. Evidence for the soul? Who knows? Then we might just figure out what that
Hand of the Twelfth Imam used. They never appeared again, did they? Shattered a world
and left.

Well, I can shatter as well. Except I’m staying.

Barclay clicked the padlock shut and sought his quarters. UJ


