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Edge had the highway to himself





Edge had the highway to himself. It was his trinket, all that paint and asphalt, thanks to Kellogg’s new law about ownership. You merely have to decide it’s yours. Edge had a knack for recalling Kellogg’s exact words. What you see is what you get, Edge. Adrenaline pumping, Edge leaned on the accelerator. The landscape sped past.


He drove through the left lane and crashed over the dead grass of the divider, into the lanes heading west. I’m my own man, he thought. I drive on the wrong side of the highway. My highway. He teased his speed up, until the old car wobbled on its shocks. The signs faced the wrong way now, but he knew where he was going. Nobody went this way anymore, hardly, except Edge, because Edge was a messenger. Don’t kill the messenger. Edge’s head was a mess of his thoughts and Kellogg’s all mixed together, and often Kellogg’s thoughts seemed stronger. They didn’t leak away as fast.


Nobody went this way anymore because since the war Hatfork was a sick town. Full of mutants and sexual deviants. Kellogg sent his Food Rangers over with supplies sometimes, but he never went himself. He hated Hatfork, calling it a leech on my side, a thorn in my paw, and my abortion. To Edge’s way of thinking, Hatfork was a hairy town. Every woman from Hatfork he’d seen undressed—and he’d seen a few—had hair where she shouldn’t. Every man in Hatfork wore a beard. Except Chaos.


Edge screeched past the exit and had to back up. Driving the onramp, curved the wrong way, turned out to be harder than he’d expected, and he slid off the side a few times, but it didn’t matter. The sand and dirt had blown over the low ramp, making it hard to tell where the highway ended and the desert began, and it was almost as easy to drive on the desert anyway.


The road to Hatfork was littered with abandoned cars. The Hatforkers, Edge thought, didn’t know how to take care of their stuff. They were always letting it pile up, unrepaired. Cars don’t grow on—


Edge struggled for the phrase. Cars don’t come out of the sky, he settled on finally. Kellogg would have said it better, but fuck that. Kellogg wasn’t here.


The Hatforkers were visible as he drove through town, mostly lurking and staring from behind bedsheet-curtained windows, but if you wanted to spread news you were supposed  to go to the Multiplex, where Chaos lived. That was Edge’s purpose here: spreading news. He sped through the middle of town, around the dried-up lake, and out to the mall with the Multiplex. Edge didn’t envy the Hatforkers, with their seedy orgies and pathetic, mutated offspring, but he sometimes envied Chaos, who stayed to one side of things and had a cool place to live. The coolest, really. As he drove into the mall, Edge admired again the way Chaos had spelled out his name in red plastic letters on the Multiplex sign, over and over again, where the names of the movies used to go. Now playing in Cinema One: C H a O s. Cinema Two: c H A O s. Cinema Three: C h A o S. And so on.


Edge honked twice as he pulled up in front of the Multiplex, then got out and slammed his door for punctuation. He didn’t see Chaos’s car. He was alone. Schemes stirring in the murk of his head, he stepped up to the door and rattled the handle. Nope. Chaos was too smart to let anyone plunder his goodies.


Edge walked around the back of the vast building, to the alley that separated it from the devastated, plundered Variety store. Sitting there were three green dumpsters, dented and sprayed with paint. Sniffing at the motionless air, Edge thought he detected something good inside one of them. He clambered up on each in turn and peered inside, and in the third he found his prize. Buzzing blackflies wreathed a heap of bird’s bones, which had rotted green and purple in the sun.


Edge let himself slip back down onto the dusty ground. It just wasn’t worth it. Stick to canned food. Kellogg’s exact words. Don’t waste calories pursuing scraps. Edge remembered Kellogg telling him about a food that took more calories to chew than it contained—food you could starve to death on. But in retrospect, Edge concluded that this was part of the small percentage of Kellogg’s pronouncements that could safely be categorized as bullshit. Everything has calories, Edge told himself. Wood, paper, dirt—it all has calories. I know that from personal experience. I know it—what was Kellogg’s word?—empirically.


A big word, and Edge felt good about remembering it, knowing what it meant. I’m not stupid, he decided. I just get nervous when I’m trying to talk to someone and I forget what I’m trying to say. People have to be patient when they’re talking to a nervous person.


The sun made a tentative foray through the morning haze, casting weak shadows across the pavement. Edge squinted up at the ribbons of smoky cloud. Christ, he thought, I hope it doesn’t rain. Better to be indoors from the beginning of a rain, not climbing in and out of cars, getting wet. That goddamn stuff is cumulative. Builds up.


Digging absently in his pants, Edge meandered back out towards the highway, and was startled to find Chaos’s car pulled up behind his. Chaos got out, a heavy plastic bag cradled in his arms, and glared at Edge.


Edge stepped up, almost dancing. “Hey, Chaos,” he said. “Want me to get the door?”


“You’re supposed to park in the lot, Edge,” said Chaos sourly. He hoisted his load higher and fished in his pocket for keys, then unlocked the door and stepped into the gloom. He went in through the staff entrance, a dark, low hallway which ran, like a rat’s route through a ship, inside the walls of the vast, carpeted Multiplex lobby, to the projection booth. Chaos seemed to shun the public parts of the building.


“Looks like rain,” said Edge, half in justification for his parking so close, half to change the subject. He followed the glumly silent Chaos in the dark, tracking the tiny reflective logos on the heels of Chaos’s sneakers while his eyes adjusted. He felt a little indignant; the parking lot, a deserted acre of meaningless yellow arrows and lines, was a good quarter mile from Chaos’s door.


The projection booth was an unshapely, split-level room with tiny windows looking out over six theaters. Chaos had removed the projectors, but splicing and rewinding equipment was still bolted to the walls. Edge stood near the door, waiting while Chaos lit candles. The booth reeked of artificial sweetness: air freshener, and the fruit-scented candles. It made Edge hungry. Wax had calories too.


“Okay, Edge,” said Chaos. “What’s your secret? Spit it out.” He sat on a ratty sofa and lit a cigarette.


Edge sat on a chair and leaned forward expectantly. Chaos pushed the pack of Luckys across the table between them, and Edge took a cigarette.


“Kellogg says we’re gonna communicate with the animal kingdom,” Edge said, trying to present this calmly and credibly. He struck a match and held it to the end of his cigarette. He knew he had to explain further. “Whales and dolphins, primarily. That’s what Kellogg says.”


Chaos laughed. “What animal kingdom?” he said. “We’re in the desert, Edge. The animal kingdom is dead. Kellogg’s pulling your leg this time.”


Edge had drawn deeply on the Lucky. He started to speak, to defend Kellogg, but coughed spasmodically instead. Smoke erupted from his lungs.


“Don’t use up my cigarettes coughing,” said Chaos.


“Sorry, man.” Edge heard himself beginning to whine but couldn’t stop it. “Sorry, really.” He watched Chaos smoke and tried to imitate his technique. Then he remembered his story. “Whales and dolphins primarily. Kellogg says they’re the dormant intelligent species on the planet.”


“What?”


Edge suspected that this meant there was something wrong with the new word. He hated having to go back and fix things. “Dominant?” he suggested.


“Maybe,” said Chaos, unhelpfully. He stubbed a wasteful amount of cigarette into a dish on the table and said, quietly, “Fucking Kellogg.”


Edge was tired of his Lucky, but he sensed that to follow Chaos’s lead and stub it out would be a tactical error. Cigarettes are so valuable, he thought. Because everyone seemed to want them so badly, he always thought he’d enjoy them. But he didn’t, really. He decided to smoke it down to his fingers anyway, to be safe.


“I’m sure he could explain it better,” he said to Chaos. “It made sense when he told it to me. You know. Chaos, I get excited, I fuck it up.”


“That’s okay,” said Chaos, sympathetic for the first time. “It might’ve been a little fucked up to begin with.”


“No,” said Edge, encouraged. “You should have heard it. Kellogg’s astral chart says we’re gonna merge with a higher species. Pisces, the twin fish. His chart says—” In desperation he peppered his speech with fragmented quotations from Kellogg.


“I don’t give a shit what Kellogg’s chart says.”


“Listen,” said Edge in a whisper. He’d saved a vital fact for the clincher. “Did you know that dolphins used to walk on land?”


Chaos didn’t say anything, and Edge thought he’d found an angle he could work with. “Kellogg proved it,” he said expansively. “Blowholes. A disaster up here drove them back to the water. Just like us, you see? A planetary disaster.” He paused significantly. “Can you see it?”


“Yeah,” said Chaos drily. He obviously recognized the usage. “I see it.”.
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An hour later Edge was gone, scurrying back to his car in fear of rain. Chaos extinguished half the candles and stretched out on the couch, crossing his legs on the armrest. Wind howled quietly through the ventilation system, and nervous shadows flickered against the ceiling. He wrinkled his nose; Edge had left behind a faint calling card of smell.


Chaos felt there was some source of comfort missing, from before Edge’s visit; it nagged at him like déjà vu. The package, he remembered. He hauled himself upright, pulled the plastic bag across the table and ripped it open. Inside were three waxed-paper containers sealed with black electrical tape. Printed on the side of one in blurry black and white was a photograph of a young girl, captioned: MISSING. No more milk, thought Chaos. No more wax, no more paper. But she’s still missing.


Cradling one of the cartons, he fell back against the couch. He tore away the tape, pulled open the ragged spout, and took a long, steady draft of the unflavored alcohol, letting it splash down his chin and neck, feeling it rush like a fiery waterfall into his withered, empty stomach. Once, twice. Then, temporarily sated, he let it rest against his stomach and gulped air for a chaser.


His first snore woke him halfway, enough that he moved the carton to the floor and noticed the candles. But not enough that he got up to blow the candles out. He’d been avoiding sleep for two days, waiting for Decal to distill the alcohol, hoping the drink would keep him from dreaming. Now he couldn’t fight the sleep off any longer.


The dream was so hard-edged and real that it seemed to come before he’d even fallen back asleep.


Chaos was out on the salt flats, digging a hole in the dense, dry sand with his bare hands. There was something important there, underneath. The sky behind him was purple with radiation. He scrabbled at the earth, desperate, compelled.


Too fast, it crumbled under his fingertips, opening to a hollow beneath the desert. The sand caved in towards the opening, and Chaos tried to back away, but it was too late. He was drawn inexorably into the darkness. He fell.


He plunged into cold water and opened his eyes. He was immersed in an underground river, and though his wet, heavy clothes bound his limbs, he felt secure. I’ll swim underground, he thought. He trusted his sense of direction. He paddled his arms, righting himself in the water. Maybe he would swim all the way to Cheyenne, underground.


Then a form rose above him, blocking his view of the entrance. Chaos saw, with bitter disappointment, that it was the gigantic body of Kellogg, flapping ridiculously in the water, a giant cigar still clenched in his smiling mouth. He loomed over Chaos like an underwater zeppelin.


Kellogg was transformed, he saw now. Flippers for arms, and legs tapering to a wide paddle tail. He grinned at Chaos, who began to panic. Kellogg was swelling, stretching like a cloud above him, blocking his access to the air. Chaos looked down; the depths extended into darkness.


Shit. He found himself on the couch, bathed in sweat. It was like clockwork, Kellogg’s obsessions radiating outward, invading Chaos’s dreams.


Now was probably the worst time to sleep, he realized. When Kellogg was so excited about something that he sent Edge out as a town crier. Or maybe it went the other way, maybe Kellogg sent Edge out because he sensed that Chaos hadn’t been dreaming.


Chaos thought again about tuning up his car and going for a long drive. How far would he have to go to get a good night’s sleep? Would he ever get out of Kellogg’s range? He wondered if he was the only one who cared, if the rest of them were all so used to Kellogg’s dreams that it didn’t bother them anymore.


Someday he had to do it. Find out what was left, if anything was. He was afraid he’d waited too long. He should have done it back—when was it? Years ago. When all the cars worked.


Only Kellogg could do it now; nobody else had the resources to make that long a run. Kellogg had the resources because everyone did whatever he told them to do. When Kellogg went around renaming everything, nobody tried to stop him. That included Chaos, if he was honest with himself.


Now he couldn’t even remember what his name had been, before.


He sat slumped on the couch and blotted at his forehead with his sleeve. A shudder of hunger passed through him, and he knew he had to get some food. He had to visit Sister Earskin, no matter how much he disliked it. He hated going out into Hatfork after one of Kellogg’s dreams; everything was under Kellogg’s spell, even more than usual.
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Sister Earskin ran the general store for the genetically damaged exiles of Hatfork. The goods, mostly canned food and reusable objects, filtered through Little America, where Kellogg and his Food Rangers coordinated distribution. She operated out of the old Holiday Inn and lived in one of the cabins, out beyond the empty blue swimming pool.


Chaos parked in the driveway and walked up to the main building. Cars littered the grounds, some parked, some abandoned. The clouds had cleared, and the sun beat down now, heating the pavement, making him feel his weakness. He heard voices inside and hurried towards them.


Sitting on the concrete steps between him and the lobby was a girl dressed in rags and covered with fine, silky hair from head to foot. She squinted at Chaos as he approached. He smiled weakly and said, “Excuse me.” He felt dim with hunger.


Inside, sitting in the rotting couches of the hotel lobby, were Sister Earskin and the girl’s parents, Gif and Glory Self. They stopped talking when Chaos entered. “Hello, Chaos,” said Sister Earskin cheerily. “I had a feeling we’d be seeing you today.” Her wrinkled face contorted into a wry smile. “You know the Selves, Chaos, don’t you? Gifford, Glory.”


“Right,” said Chaos, nodding at the couple. “Listen, what have you got to eat?”


“Well,” said Sister Earskin, “I’ve got some bottled soup—”


“Cans,” said Chaos. “What’s in cans?” He wasn’t fond of the old woman’s soup: thin, boiled broth with grisly chunks of whatever animal happened to keel over that morning.


“No,” said Sister Earskin vaguely. “No cans …”


Gifford Self raised his eyebrows. “That’s what we was talkin’ about when you came in, Chaos. Kellogg ain’t sent nothin’ in cans for a week.” He tried to hold Chaos’s gaze, but Chaos broke away.


“Did a car drive through here this morning?” asked Sister Earskin. Her voice was full of implication.


“Edge,” said Chaos.


“What—”


“Anyone who goes to sleep knows the news,” said Chaos. “It had to do with dolphins and whales today. Nothing about food in cans.”


Silence.


“We were hoping you could go down to Little America, Chaos, and maybe have a word with Kellogg …” Sister Earskin broke off hopelessly. Gifford Self sat stroking his beard.


“You know what happened the last time I went down to Little America?” said Chaos. “Kellogg put me in jail. He said my chart was out of alignment with Mars. Or in alignment. Something like that.” He felt his face flushing red. Maybe he could do without food after all. His veins burned for more drink, though. He cursed himself for leaving the Multiplex.


Gif and Glory sat watching him, waiting.


“Why don’t you eat your kid?” he said. “She looks like some kind of animal.”


He stalked out before they could reply, back out into the brutal sunshine. The Self girl was gone from the steps. Then he saw her kneeling at his car, sucking at his gas tank through a plastic tube. He backed into the shade of the porch and watched unseen as, squatting there on her furry haunches, she pulled her mouth away, spat disgustedly, and turned the open end of the tube down into a plastic container.


Finally he jogged out across the lot. She turned, frozen wide-eyed, the gas still trickling into the jar.


He stepped up beside her. “Keep it going, kid. Don’t spill the stuff.”


She nodded in fearful silence. Chaos saw her hands trembling. He reached down and pinched the tube in the middle.


“You talk?” he said. He raised the tube above the level of the tank.


She glared up at him. “I talk fine.”


“You remember before?” he said. The meaning was clear.


“No.”


“Your parents tell you about it?”


“Some.”


“Well, little girls didn’t used to do this kind of shit,” he said, and then immediately regretted it. Preachy, nostalgic. “Forget it.” He threw the tube. It spiraled, flinging drops of gasoline, and landed on the deck of the empty pool.


He got in the car. The girl stood up and brushed dust from her gray jeans. She cocked her head and stared at Chaos, and he wondered what she saw. A bat. A cave dweller.


“Well,” he said.


“Where you goin’?” she said shyly.


He thought of his last advice to her parents, wondered if they were capable of it. “Get in,” he said on impulse. He reached over and pushed open the passenger door. The girl jumped, and he thought she was running away, but then she appeared on the other side of the car and climbed in beside him.


They didn’t speak again until they were on the open highway outside town. He wasn’t sure where he was going. The sun was low now, and they drove into it.


“You have a dream?” he said.


“Yeah,” she said brightly. “Kellogg was a whale—he swallowed me and I was in his stomach. There was also a lot of fish-men—”


“Okay,” he interrupted. “Where’d you learn about whales?”


“From a book.”


“You ever meet Kellogg?”


“No.”


“He’s an asshole. You want to meet him?”


“Sure, I guess.”


He wondered if she understood that Kellogg was someone she could actually meet. He turned and caught her staring again. “Your parents want me to ask Kellogg for more food.”


She didn’t say anything.


“They don’t know the first thing about it,” he said.


The girl went back to watching the barren expanse roll by, as though she found something there. He adjusted the rearview mirror so he could watch her. He noticed that she had miniature breasts sprouting under the ragged tee shirt, found himself wondering where the fur stopped. If it did.


He watched her watching the desert. He sometimes thought that the reason Wyoming didn’t get hit was that it didn’t need it. It already looked bombed-out. Wasted.


This could be my escape run, he thought. I could drive right past Little America, take this highway out. But no; he’d need food. Water. And he wouldn’t have the kid in the passenger seat. No, truth was, for better or worse, he was going to visit Kellogg.
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They cruised Main Street. A mistake. The Little Americans looked hungry today, no better off than the mutants in Hatfork. They tumbled out of their buildings at the sound of Chaos’s car, to stare hollowly at his unusual passenger. The pretense of activity seemed to have broken down; the town looked degenerate. A fire had gutted the old hotel since his last visit.


The girl was leaning out of the window, staring back. “Get in the car,” he said, and tugged her down to her seat. “Kellogg cleared you people out,” he explained, not bothering to be delicate about it. “They forget.”


He heard someone shout his name. But they weren’t calling to him so much as raising the alarm. In the dreams, Kellogg used him as a scapegoat figure; Chaos was supposed to lead the mutants in rebellion. Or sometimes he already had, and been defeated; it wasn’t always clear. There was a famous banishment scene: Kellogg and his deputies walking Chaos to the edge of town. It played over and over, so that Chaos could no longer remember whether or not it had actually occurred.


He rolled up his window and sped through town, towards the park and City Hall. The public square must once have been kept green, but now it was like a patch of the desert transplanted to the middle of the town. A dog trotted along the edge of the park, nose to the ground.


Another car drove out of the sun ahead of them, on the wrong side of the street. Edge. Chaos braked. Edge stopped his car just short of a collision and jumped out, waving his hands. He ran up to Chaos’s window.


“Wow,” he breathed. “What are you doing here? Does Kellogg know you’re here?”


“Did Kellogg tell you to drive on the left-hand side?”


“Sorry, man. Don’t tell him, okay?”


“Sure.” Chaos wrestled his steering wheel to the left and pulled around Edge’s car.


Edge skipped alongside. “You going to see Kellogg?”


“Yes.”


“Well, he ain’t there. He’s with a bunch of people. I just came from there.”


“Where?”


“Out by the reservoir.”


Chaos drove to the reservoir, tailed by Edge. He pulled up at the end of a long line of parked or abandoned cars, and the girl jumped out before he’d even stopped. He ran to catch up with her. A moment later Edge ran up from behind and joined them.


The reservoir was dried up. What remained was a vast, shallow concrete dish lined with steps, like a football stadium that lacked a playing field.


Kellogg had a pit fire dug into the sand at the bottom. He sat beside it in a lawn chair, surrounded by twelve or fifteen people. The sun was setting across the desert. As Chaos, Edge, and the girl made their way down the steps, it sank out of view behind the lip of the reservoir.


“What’s your name?” asked Chaos.


“Melinda.”


“Okay, Melinda. We’re going to try and talk to Kellogg. Whatever happens, just stick with me, okay? We’ll be back in Hatfork tonight.”


Melinda nodded. Edge said, “Why would anyone want to be back in Hatfork?” Chaos ignored him.


The crowd parted to give Kellogg a view of the newcomers. He turned in his chair, smiling broadly, his stomach creasing like a twisted balloon, and plucked the cigar from his mouth. “Well, hello, Kingsford,” he said. “I see you brought some guests.”


“C’mon, Kellogg. Call me Edge.”


“What’s the matter with your Christian name? I think it sounds very noble. You descended from royalty?”


“C’mon, Kellogg,” whined Edge. “You know where I’m descended from. You made the name up yourself. Call me Edge.”


“Call me Edge,” Kellogg parroted. “Call me Ishmael. Call me anything, but don’t call me late for dinner. Or what’s that other one? Call me a cab, okay, you’re a malted.” He laughed. “What tidings do you bear? Ill, I suppose. Beware, Kingsford, we may kill the messenger, just this once. We’re a hungry bunch.”


“Cut it out, Kellogg. I don’t bear tidings. I just came from here.”


“So I recall. It’s your company that’s new.” Kellogg furrowed his brow. “Behold,” he said, his tone changed. Now he was playing to the gallery. “Chaos has arrived. Uncalled, uninvited, as usual.”


The crowd stared dully, as if trying to match Chaos’s shambling arrival with the drama of the words.


“With him walks a monster,” Kellogg continued. “A mutant, an aberration. Hold, Chaos. Stand your ground, advance no further upon this company. Heh. Bring you a curse on our humble celebration?”


Beside the fire, strapped to a spit, was a reddened carcass, a dog or goat. A few empty cans lay discarded at the fringes of the circle.


“I want to talk to you about food,” said Chaos.


There was a murmur in the crowd of Little Americans.


“Shortly we shall suckle at the fount of nutrition,” said Kellogg. “The bitter sea will at last embrace her suitors.”


“Where are the food trucks?” said Chaos.


Kellogg waved his hand. “Listen, Chaos: if I were on the surface of the ocean, floating, and you were standing on a bridge, with a rope attached to my belt, would you be able to lift me?” He raised an eyebrow to punctuate the riddle.


“The belt would break?” volunteered Edge. He’d abandoned Chaos and the girl and elbowed his way into the crowd beside Kellogg.


Kellogg ignored Edge’s guess. “You wouldn’t,” he said. “But if I were at the bottom of the ocean and you were on a boat, would you be able to lift me to the surface?”


“I don’t see any of your Food Rangers, Kellogg,” said Chaos. “What’s the matter? They take off with your trucks?”


“Buoyancy!” shouted Kellogg. “Man’s burden lifted!”


The crowd seemed cheered by Kellogg’s confidence. Someone had been sawing the lid off a can of beans, and now this was passed forward into Kellogg’s hands. He plunged a finger into the can, lifted it out, and sucked up a glistening mouthful of beans and sauce. Chaos experienced the fantasy that this was literally the last can of food in Wyoming. It followed that it would be consumed by Kellogg, the last fat man anywhere, as far as Chaos knew.


“The ocean calls,” said Kellogg, chewing.


“The ocean’s a thousand miles away,” said Chaos. He allowed himself to feel that his stubbornness was courage. Maybe it was.


“Ah,” said Kellogg. “But that’s where you’re mistaken, Chaos. The planets are in alignment. The continental plates are in motion. The ocean’s on its way.” There was a rustle of approval from the crowd. They’d presumably heard this prophecy before. Or dreamed it.


“Alignment,” repeated Edge reverently.


“All I’m saying is consult the charts,” said Kellogg. “That’s the difference between us, Chaos. I follow the stars.”


“Hatfork needs food, Kellogg. I don’t care if it comes from the ocean or the stars. We do what you want, we listen to your dreams. Now give us food.”


“No taxation without representation,” said Kellogg. “Very good. I may have to change your name soon.”


“Change his name,” seconded Edge. He helped hoist the meat into position above the fire. The girl scurried out from behind Chaos to watch.


Kellogg furrowed his sunburnt brow. “Your problem, Chaos, is your failure to come to grips with the new order. We’re a whole new species now, since the bombs. We’ve got a whole new agenda.” His tone had grown intimate, and the crowd switched its attention to the roasting.


The only thing Chaos liked less than Kellogg’s hamming was when the fat man got sincere.


“Willful evolution is the first task of an intelligent society,” Kellogg lectured. “We’ve inherited a grand tradition, admittedly, but we can’t let that tradition hold us back. We need to transcend the past. For starters, we’ve ignored the aquatic intelligences of our planet for too long. What’s worse, we’ve shunned our own aquatic origins. Evolution is cyclical, Chaos. Can you see it?”


“What happened to your trucks, Kellogg?” It was more than a brave stand. Chaos’s hunger was killing him now. “No more food in Denver?”


“We’re gonna repopulate the garden, Chaos. I’m here to show the way. It’s got to be done differently this time. The bombs robbed the world of meaning, and it’s our job to reinvest. New symbols, new superstitions. That’s you, Chaos. You’re a new superstition.”


“Not anymore,” said Chaos, surprising himself. “I’m leaving. I don’t live around here anymore.”


“Wait a minute,” said Kellogg. “Don’t talk crazy. You can’t leave here.”


“It can’t be any worse somewhere else,” said Chaos. “Radiation fades.”


“I’m not talking about radiation …”


The crowd suddenly backed away from the fire, and someone groaned. Edge tapped Kellogg on the shoulder. “Hey, Kellogg,” he said weakly. “Take a look—”


The chest of the animal had split open in the fire, and it was alive with pink-white worms. As they spilled out of the cavity, they sizzled and hissed in the flames, streaking the meat with their juices.


“Shit,” said Kellogg quietly, to himself.


Melinda Self came running back, and curled one finger shyly around Chaos’s beltloop. There was muttering in the crowd.


“Well, shit,” said Kellogg, more expansively. He drew in a breath, and the crowd seemed to hang on it. “Hmmm.” His eyes flicked up to Chaos and Melinda, then he lifted his hand and turned to the crowd.


“Grab them.”


Before Chaos could react, his arms were pinned behind him, a knee in his back. Edge pulled the squirming girl away and pushed her down in the sand in front of Kellogg. Chaos kicked at the men behind him, uselessly. Knuckles dug into his back. He struggled more, and was thrown on his face in the sand.


“You want to know what happened to my food trucks? Sabotage, that’s what. Five miles out of town, somebody blew them up. Survivor said they got hit from the sky. Some kind of air strike. That have anything to do with you, Chaos?”


“No.”


“Well who do you think it could’ve been, then?”


“I can’t imagine.”


“Well I think it’s something you dreamed up, my friend. Fact, I’m sure of it. This morning an old woman picked up a shoe lying by the highway; the shoe had a foot in it. We’re gonna make you pay for that, Chaos. We’re gonna eat your ladyfriend.”


The crowd responded to this shift in Kellogg like well-trained dogs. Utopian dreams forgotten, they grew vicious, began pulling at the girl’s limbs. “Whoa, there,” said Kellogg. “Don’t ruin her coat. I want it for my wall. We’ll do this right, put together a little marinade.”


Melinda Self began crying, and one of the men put his hand over her mouth and wrenched her head back. Chaos tried to get up, but someone planted a foot on his shoulder.


By the fire, they were prying the charred, rotten meat off the spit.


“Stop this, Kellogg,” said Chaos. “It’s too much.”


He felt cheated. This wasn’t in the cards. There hadn’t been a cannibalism dream, ever.


“Too much, huh? Not enough, I’d say. Maybe we ought to fatten her up first. Let’s see, she could eat you …”


“Where does it stop?” said Chaos. “You’ll run out in the end no matter what you do. When that happens, they’ll eat you.” His voice cracked with the strain. “You bastard.”


Kellogg grinned for a long minute, milking the scene. Melinda Self twisted her head free and spat into the sand. The crowd waited. They were in the palm of Kellogg’s hand, as ever.


“Hokay, Chaos, you called my bluff. I’m pulling your goddammed leg. You make it too easy, you know? I’m disappointed in you. You don’t even spot my references.” He reached up and took Melinda’s chin between his thumb and forefinger. “I wouldn’t eat a beautiful little child. Are you kidding? You know me better than that, pal.”


“I know you’re insane.”


Kellogg flared his sunburnt nostrils and curled a fist, then opened it again slowly, finger by finger. “Don’t tempt me,” he said. “Nobody’s eating anybody around Little America, Chaos. I don’t know what you folks been up to back in Hatfork, but that don’t happen here.”


“Then let her go.”


Kellogg shook his head. “We need to talk, Chaos. Long overdue. She’s my way of making sure you’ll listen.” He leaned back in his chair. The desert sunset glowed behind him, an aura. “Take her back to town,” he said. “Edge, you take her. Keep her alive. And here.”


He dug in his pocket and emerged with a key, which he handed to Edge. “My stash. Go ahead and open some cans. Everybody eats. The girl too. Furry or not, we’ll show old Chaos here we know how to treat a lady.”


A heel crashed against the side of Chaos’s head. He fell. The crowd rushed Melinda Self up the steps of the reservoir, towards the cars. Engines revved. By the time Chaos got to his feet and worked the grit out of his mouth, he and Kellogg were alone. The fat man stood at the edge of the pit, urinating into the fire.


He looked over at Chaos and smiled, then zipped up his pants. “C’mere, Chaos. Step into my office.” He turned and strolled away from the fire, to the first tier of the reservoir.


Chaos shrugged the sand out of his shirt and jogged up after Kellogg. He had an impulse to launch himself onto that broad, smug back, but he wasn’t sure he could bring the big fool down. He felt thin and faded as a piece of driftwood.


Kellogg sat on the edge of the concrete. He fumbled in his shirt pocket and brought out a half-smoked cigar, which he put into his mouth unlit. “Why you always need an incentive to come talk to me, Chaos? Don’t you like me anymore? We’re in this together, pilgrim. You know that, don’t you?” He grimaced, the cigar dipping downward. “Sorry if I got a little crazy back there, pal. When you said you were leaving, it just about broke my heart.”


Chaos marveled. Kellogg was trying to make him feel guilty.


Then he remembered the gossip he’d picked up at Sister Earskin’s the week before. “Is it true what I heard?”


“What’s that?”


“You were nothing but an auto parts salesman, driving around in a pickup full of free-sample spark plugs?”


Kellogg smiled sarcastically, unfazed. “The honest truth, Chaos, is that I don’t actually recall. But suppose I was. What’s it to you?”


Chaos didn’t say anything.


“You’re way too concerned with before, sport. As if anyone cared. I mean, do you remember before? Really remember?”


“No,” Chaos admitted.


He hated the question every time it came up.


“Come on, Chaos. What were you before? What were you doing when the bombs fell?”


“I don’t know,” said Chaos. “I can’t even remember my name. You know that.”


“Okay.” Kellogg stopped to light his cigar. “Easier question. How long ago was it?”


Chaos’s head was swimming. “I don’t know,” he said again. “But you remember—don’t you?”


“Nope.” Kellogg puffed philosophically, the smoke wafting up into the darkening sky. “But I prefer to think of it this way: there isn’t anything to remember. Things were always like this. It’s just a feeling that something else came before, an endemic feeling. The whole world has déjà vu.”


Now Chaos was back on firmer ground. Back to Kellogg’s bullshit theories. “All this broken-up stuff everywhere, Kellogg. That’s not a feeling. Cans of food in old stores. And the way we talk, it’s full of words for things that aren’t here anymore. I may not know my name, but I know a reservoir is supposed have water in it.”


“Okay, okay. I’m just saying it’s not as simple as you think. You go around making inferences from all this stuff lying around, you think it’s easy to go from point A to point B. But you’re not even close.” He took the cigar out of his mouth. “I don’t know the answer, Chaos. But I do know more than you, because I’m not afraid to look inside, to look to myself, take on a little responsibility. Whereas you—you don’t know the half of it.”


He’d fallen for it again. Another baffling, hopeless conversation with Kellogg. His gut ached. “What are you trying to say?”


“Listen, Chaos. You’re like me, you know that? We’re two of a kind. The only difference is, I know it and you don’t.”


Chaos felt tired. “I’m leaving, Kellogg. It doesn’t matter what you say. I’m not dreaming your dreams for you anymore.”


“Dreaming my dreams? What?” Kellogg spluttered. “You can’t go. You don’t understand. You’re important around here.”


“Nobody’s important around here, except maybe you. Maybe. Besides, I don’t want to be important. I want to leave.”


“Listen,” said Kellogg seriously, jabbing with his cigar, “I’d hate to see this place without you, partner. I don’t know how I’d go on if you left.”


“You’re mixing up reality and dreams again, Kellogg. I’m only important in the dreams. You use me as a symbol. The real person isn’t necessary for that. You can go on without me; I promise not to sue.”


Kellogg shook his head. “I’m sorry about the dreams. I’ll cut it out, I promise. Christ, Chaos, if it’s just the dreams, you should’ve said something. But that’s the end of it, anyway, I swear. And listen: from now on it’s you and me, equal partners, the way it should’ve been from the start.”


“What?”


“I can see you’re restless in Hatfork. In fact, I predicted this would happen. I’ve been counting on it. It’s time for you to step up and assert yourself, claim your share of things, pal, not just leave. Not right when you’re on the verge of things, big things. I mean, hell, I’m tired anyway. It’s a lot of work. I’m ready for you to take over the reins.”


“You’re out of your mind, Kellogg.” Chaos turned and walked across the reservoir towards the steps to his car.


Kellogg came pounding through the sand behind him, breathing hard. He grabbed Chaos’s shoulder. “You’re missing vital information, sport. Geez, slow down. What I’ve—what we’ve been doing here, together, it can’t just fall apart like this. The dreams are nothing, just an embellishment. You could do it too, if you tried, but that doesn’t even matter. The dreams aren’t the point. You’re a player in what happens around here, a player in what happened in the first place. You can’t just go. It’ll all fall apart without you.”


Chaos stopped and turned. “You’re saying this is something that should be kept from falling apart? Something that didn’t already fall apart a long time ago? Get to the point, Kellogg. If you have one.”


“Listen.” He poked Chaos’s chest. “The bombs never fell. That’s all bullshit, something you and I cooked up between us to explain this mess. Something else happened, something more complicated. You get that? The bombs never fell.”


It was almost night. The sky still glowed pink in the west, but overhead the stars were appearing. A wind was picking up over the salt flats. Chaos tried to shake off the force of Kellogg’s words, to focus on car and water and food. On getting out of there.


“The radiation,” Chaos said. “The girl with me, the mutants. What about that? Where’d all that come from, if there was no bomb?”


“Dunno. Something weird happened, all right. But it wasn’t bombs. And it didn’t all happen in the order you think, either. That girl is what? Twelve, thirteen years old? We haven’t been here thirteen years.”


Chaos felt outraged that Kellogg, of all people, was poking holes in his reality. “How long have we been here?” he asked.


Kellogg smiled. “I haven’t the faintest fucking idea.”


“I don’t understand.”


“I figured the mutants were one of your bright ideas. That’s why I put you in Hatfork. I figured it was your half, that you liked that kind of stuff.”


Chaos shook his head. “You’re mixed up again. You named me Chaos. It doesn’t have anything to do with me. Calling me Chaos doesn’t make things like that my fault. That’s like naming someone Joy and then crediting them for everyone else’s happiness.”


He continued up the steps.


Kellogg hurried alongside. “You’re not still leaving, are you? Geez, I can’t believe this is happening. You and me, Chaos. Kellogg and Chaos, Chaos and Kellogg … oh shit. Okay, listen: if you want, we’ll go together. See if we can do better somewhere else. Start with a fresh canvas, you know? Somewhere where there’s more potential, where things aren’t so fucking hopeless to begin with. It isn’t all our fault, you know. This place sucked before we even got here.”


Chaos didn’t say anything.


“How far you gonna get without me?” said Kellogg angrily. “You’re too raw, always have been. All potential, no polish. You need me. Besides, look.” He rushed ahead to his own car. It was parked a few feet from Chaos’s. Jingling a huge set of keys, he opened the trunk.


“Look, ready to go. Don’t tell me you thought of all this. Not that it’s necessary, I’m sure you’d find a way. You could probably fly out of here on a fucking carpet if you put your mind to it, but the point is look, here. Please. Look.”


Chaos couldn’t suppress his curiosity. He walked up to the back of Kellogg’s car. Kellogg spread his hands like a game-show host brandishing prizes. The trunk was stuffed with blankets, tools, flashlights, jugs of water, cans of food, and a spare can of gasoline. Some of the cans were dog food, but it was still impressive.


Kellogg stepped aside and let Chaos examine it. “Whatcha think? If you gotta go, why not do it in style? You and me, kid. The Babe and the Iron Man. Bud and Lou—”


Chaos grabbed a can of corned beef hash from the trunk and looked for an opener.


He found a tire iron instead. Moving with a sudden predatory ease, he set the can back down in the trunk and tightened his grip around the iron.


“Too hungry to think? Go ahead, chow down. We’ll break bread together—”


Chaos swung the iron in a wide backhand, and it bounced quietly and thickly off the side of Kellogg’s skull. Kellogg stumbled away from the car, his hand rising to his temple. “Oh, oh shit. What, what’re you doin’, sport? Geez, that hurt. Oh man, I think I’m dizzy …”


Chaos swung the iron again, but Kellogg put his arm in the way. Chaos felt the jolt of the impact in his hand. Sickened, he tossed the iron aside, took the keys out of the trunk lock, and closed the trunk.


Kellogg sank to his knees in the sand. “Chaos, you broke my arm. I cannot believe what you’re doing here, at this juncture, it simply defies any rational …”


Chaos got into the driver’s seat and started Kellogg’s car. The engine drowned out the fat man’s voice. Chaos patted his pocket, made sure his own keys were still there so Kellogg couldn’t take his car and follow. Then he drove back into town.


The Little Americans were sitting on the steps of City Hall, eating food from cans, talking excitedly. Dozens of them, more than had been out at the fire. Edge was sitting with his arm around Melinda Self. Someone was tapping out a rhythm on the steps, and someone else was singing.


Chaos heard them murmuring his name as he drove up. He stopped in the middle of the street, but kept the motor running and stayed in the car.


“Hey, Chaos,” yelled Edge. “Why you in Kellogg’s car?”


“He sent me,” said Chaos. “To get the girl.”


“In his car?”


“He wanted her to travel in style, he said. My car wasn’t good enough. Uh, you want to bring her down here now? Turns out she’s more important than we thought.”


“I don’t get it. Where’s Kellogg?”


“He’s waiting for us. So let’s go. He wants to see you right away. And the girl. So bring her down here, okay?”


“Why?”


“She’s, uh, a seal person. The first of the new breed Kellogg was talking about. Amphibious, you know that word, Edge? Fit for water or land. Kellogg doesn’t want to get her people mad at us or anything, so don’t fuck this up. He said it was very important that we, uh, stay on the good side of the seal people.”


Edge hurried down the steps, very excited, with Melinda Self in tow. “I told you, Chaos, didn’t I? Kellogg’s got something going this time, a whatchamacallit, a whole new paradigm. I told you.”


The Little Americans began drifting down off the steps and towards the car, to follow the conversation.


“Just come around here,” said Chaos tensely. He reached over and opened the passenger door.


“Can I go with you?” said Edge. “I’ve never been in Kellogg’s car.”


“I don’t know, Edge. Kellogg didn’t say anything about it. You better take your own car.”


“Yeah, yeah, okay, okay.”


“Besides, he wants you to round up some more cans. Clean out the stash, those were his exact words. Get these folks to help you, Edge. Then drive on out to the reservoir. Me and Kellogg will be waiting for you.”


“Cans? Clean out the stash?”


“Kellogg needs something to give the seal people. A peace offering. Hurry up.”


“Okay, okay.”


Melinda Self got in, and Chaos reached over and slammed her door. “Okay,” he said, waving the throng away from the car. “See you later.”


He roared off, around the perimeter of the town square and back towards the reservoir. When he turned the corner, out of sight of City Hall, he cut down a side street and headed for the highway. The skin on the back of his neck prickled with fear, but nothing turned up in the rearview mirror.


He circled under the overpass, half-certain he’d find an ambush on the other side. But the entrance ramp was empty. He didn’t look over at the girl until Little America was a mile or so behind them. She sat staring out her window, unperturbed. There was a fine beading of sweat on her nose. When she noticed him looking, she smiled and said: “We’re going the wrong way.”


“I know,” he said. “If I go back now, he’ll kill me. You want to take a little trip?”


“I guess so.”


“You going to miss your parents?”


“I don’t know.” She smiled again and shrugged.


“We’ll send them a postcard.”


“What’s a postcard?”


“Never mind.”


Another mile down the road he pulled over, stopped the car, and went around to the trunk. He took out a couple of cans of food, an opener, and a plastic jug of water, and tossed them onto the front seat. Melinda played with the opener and one of the cans. He took a big gulp of the water and started the car again.


“I don’t want to stop too long,” he said. “They might be after us. I don’t know. But open up some food.”


He had to show her how to use the opener, steering with his elbows for a stretch. They wolfed down one can together, then a second. He felt a wave of nausea pass through him afterwards and wondered briefly if this was all some bizarre trick and the food was poisoned or drugged and Kellogg would be driving out to drag them back as soon as they succumbed. The escape had been too easy. But no; the food was okay. It was his stomach, shrunken with hunger and seared by impure alcohol. He drank more water and held onto the wheel.


The moon was up now, lighting the desert floor. The highway was a crumbling black stripe laid across the top of the world, giving way completely to sand in places, elsewhere asserting itself, rising over a rocky gorge or withered creek. The moon raced away from him as fast as he drove, a yellow mouth shrouded in mist. The girl fell asleep on the seat beside him, her arms curling over her chest, the breeze riffling her brown fur.


He drove through the night, and the next day too, and didn’t sleep until the night that followed.
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