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INTRODUCTION

Jeffrey Thomas

We see it said all the time. A writer with a “unique vision” . . . a “unique voice” . . . who is a “total original.” A writer who “resists categorization” . . . whose work “defies genre.”

But how often is it true, really? More than just promotional hyperbole?

With Darren Speegle, I feel, all the above descriptions would be accurate.

As I embarked on the collection before you, I wasn’t sure where it was going to take me. The further in I got, I wasn’t sure where it was taking me. When I came out the other side, I wasn’t sure—in a strictly conscious sense—where it had taken me (but I was left with much to reflect upon). And in a world of easy categorization, of firm-walled genre, there is something exhilarating in that.

Don’t get me wrong . . . there are elements of horror in some of these stories. Of science fiction in others. The novella “A Puddle in the Wilderness” is as tense a thriller as I have read. And yet the stories are not only those things . . . are only elusively those things. Those writers who are typically called unclassifiable? At the end of the day, I think you can classify most of them. They will ultimately be able to wriggle into one slot or another . . . if not quite as smoothly as the majority. Speegle, though? They haven’t made the hole to fit him yet, nor a mallet heavy enough to pound him into it.

Even before I’d got to the aforementioned “A Puddle in the Wilderness,” I began thinking of snakes (read the story and you’ll understand this allusion). That is to say, I had come upon the metaphor of a bouquet of snakes. That’s what this collection seemed to me. The stories were as challenging to hold on to as a fistful of writhing serpents. Does this tail belong to this head, or that head? Where does this snake end and the next begin? And some of these heads are going to turn around unexpectedly and bite me, threatening me with the possibility of losing my hold on them . . . forcing me to readjust my grip and reevaluate just what it is exactly I’ve got in my hands.

It takes a truly creative individual, an idiosyncratic mind, to not serve up a fistful of mass-produced rubber snakes. It takes courage to go down one’s own serpentine path—a path as twisty as the convolutions of one’s own brain—and not give in to (as Speegle himself says in his story “In the Distance, a Familiar Sound”) “man’s need to set straight lines in his understanding of things.”

Can these stories at the very least be considered surreal? Could you call them weird fiction? If you like. If it makes things easier for you. Then again, we could then launch into the debate of what constitutes weird fiction. Why don’t we just say that the surreal is not so much a genre as a method, a distorting lens, and that weird fiction encompasses multiple fantastical genres and then breaks down the walls between them, and move on to the stories herein themselves?

All of the stories, to varying degrees, share a dream-like quality, but several are grounded at the same time in places Speegle knows all too well. “For Love of War” and “The Staging Yard” are set in the Middle East, and their transporting sense of place, their authenticity of detail, made them two of my favorites in the collection. For all the dangerous tension of “The Staging Yard,” which I’m certain utilizes some of Speegle’s own experiences, when one of the characters says almost lovingly, “It’s the desolation, man . . . It calls to your soul,” I’m also certain it’s the author himself who has experienced this sentiment.

I’m pretty sure it’s the author contemplating himself—speaking (beautifully) through a character in another of these tales—when he writes, “I was what I was, a sensitive man, a friend of ghosts that didn’t know how to inhabit us anymore.” Equally contemplatively, and poetically, in yet another story a character observes, “We all spend too much of our lives trying to correct ourselves.” Yes! I thought when I read this line. The best stories cause us to look over the author’s shoulder into the mirror, ourselves.

There is much poetry in these pages. It is a major component of the original voice of Darren Speegle (there, I said it. I meant it.). And his dialogue? Throughout, it sings, and scintillates. It’s one of his strongest virtues.

Reality isn’t what it seems in the places waiting before you. Reality shifts, it folds back in on itself, but there is always a dream logic at work even at the most feverish/freakish moments. These disorienting effects are intentional, are measured and calculated, but the predictable is not one of the ingredients in the cake mix.

Every morning I get up for my day job at the same time. Go through all the same actions in the same order. When I crack open a book, it’s an escape from routine—from treading familiar paths, from traversing the same unvarying distances—that I’m hoping to achieve.

God, it’s great to not know where you’re going.


IN THE DISTANCE, A FAMILIAR SOUND

1

December, 2016

Hans Von Saarburg, writer, painter, thinker, drinker, drug addict, and some cousin of the original bell foundry people in the town on the Saar River, was on a mission to find out the nature of and explanation for consciousness. He knew that before making contact with the consciousness, the universe only existed in a state of superposition, probability waves, and that space and time were purely mental tools. He had studied and studied, and then, on a particularly eye-opening LSD trip, it had been revealed to him to be true. He knew that this, too, was his own mind’s design. But it didn’t matter. Because when you put it all together to a guy like him, a guy who didn’t relent until he had his answers, consciousness became so much more than it had already been. Occasionally, when his opiates had him the right way, he’d think: Who am I to go chasing after this when science hasn’t figured it out yet? Wouldn’t stop him. He’d die before he stopped.

So one night Hans Von Saarburg has this dream. In the dream, one of his ancestors is in some official place doing the official process of changing the family name because he wants to attach himself to the town of his own ancestors, that place on the Saar River in the Rhineland-Palatinate. Hans doesn’t know if the state existed at the time; he doesn’t know where he is in space and time. He doesn’t know if they’re dipping the utensil in ink or outright blood, or if this seal is coming from a stamp, a drop of hot wax, somebody’s thumb or what. He can’t really see anything. He just knows he’s there and his family name is being changed because a sire wants to be attached to that place on the Saar River.

As he understands all this, something changes. The voice of his blood speaks, and it says: I can’t have my sons associated with a random town on the Mosel that the Black Death wiped out. My ancestors were Saarlanders. I have shown you documents to prove it. No, there is no other reason. It is none of your business. Do your job.

But Hans isn’t buying it. He’s getting something different here. He’s getting there’s something about Saarburg. He’s getting there’s a key to something that greatly interests him in that place. He’s getting that his ancestor knows something about it, and if he doesn’t, it doesn’t matter. Dreams tell you things. Yes, now he’s getting that, too. Time to wake up, brew the coffee, pop a couple, eat some Brot und Käse, write a minute, have a bottle, and then think strongly about uprooting and going there. Der Teufel bin ich.

***

As Hans approaches on his motorcycle (not the December thing to do, but it’s all he has), leathered up against the weather, saddlebags full, thinking he might as well have been on a horse coming home from some Teutonic gather round with news, he hears over the engine in the distance a familiar sound. That of a church bell ringing. It’s the hour, he thinks. I’m home again. What did someone tell him once? His mother? His aunt? That he was a cousin of the people that started the Saarburg bell foundry in the late seventeen hundreds? Why was he thinking about that now? Not too stoned. He’d stopped at a guest house and slept on the way down from Koblenz. He’d had a decent share of the breakfast they provided. No, it was something else.

But here it was now, a river beauty indeed. A quintessentially German thing perched there under its castle ruins like it was its divine right to exist in such an aesthetically outstanding setting. Trees covering the slopes of the hill on which the castle and its tower stood, a light dusting of snow over the whole affair. Hans loved his country for just this sort of thing. People could say all they wanted to about him. About how he couldn’t keep a woman. About how he couldn’t manage his money though he made a fairly hefty amount of it. About how he didn’t use his success as a platform to say some things about the state of affairs. About how his writing flashed signs of perversity, even dementia. About how his paintings scared the living shit out of them, in a bad way, even though they were buying them! About how when he sat on panels at writer conferences, what few he would do, he answered questions sometimes with blunt insanity. About how they dug the way he disturbed them, but sometimes it gave them nightmares. But they couldn’t say Hans Von Saarburg didn’t love this beautiful land, scarred as it might still be in places from past horrors.

He found the nearest suitable place, went in to make sure they had decent weekly rates until he could find himself an apartment. They did. He paid and got his key, then went back outside, grabbed up the saddlebags and hauled the whole bit into his room. He’d made the room was one of those up on the second floor with the balcony facing the river, where he could smoke and drink and think and write and try to start working on it until he found his permanent place. For this really wasn’t about ancestors and home and bells after all. It was about consciousness. Here he’d stay, in this quaint river town, until he got to the bottom of it or died.

Took a few days, but he found a nice furnished single on the hillside below the church, again overlooking the river. Had to wait two weeks to move in—they let him occupy on Christmas Eve, strangely. In the meantime, he hadn’t been getting much out of the hotel, sitting out there smoking and drinking and thinking and writing. Maybe because he knew it was temporary? Maybe because he was feeling out Saarburg first? Watching the dinner boats come in, the barges push down to meet the Mosel, the cyclists fly by.

But on Christmas Eve, everything unpacked and put in its place, a half-eaten Turkish pizza resting there on the dining room table, a few empty bottles of Bitburger sitting around, the Christmas lights and decorations all over the place among the houses below his, the church bell ringing . . . dong, dong, dong . . . seven times. Nice hour, seven p.m. in the winter. Hans is sitting out there on a padded chair, tinkering with his beer bottle, watching, thinking how pleasantly mild the weather is for this time of year, relaxing, forcing nothing, but it’s there in his mind, even now. And then—

2

Christmas Eve, then not now

Dong. Dong. Dong. Dong. Dong. Dong. Dong.

“Hey! Hey, hey, hey, dogs! Tidy up the place and get the children off the streets. Running around barefoot in the snow! The Archbishop’s coming. His escort was spotted coming up the Trier road. Thank our Lord he comes by the river road and not the river itself! Tidy up the place, you animals.”

Eyes. The Archbishop’s eyes, fierce and murderous as they look back at you, space and time having completely disappeared. At first you think he’s malevolent. But then you see your reflection in his eyes and you realize it’s you who are malevolent, not him. He knows you. He has known you for a long time. He has come for you with soldiers. They are going to do horrible things to you like they’ve done with all the witches since the 15th Century. But no, that’s not right, you think. They’re out of it by now. The panic is over. But how do you know where you are? Are you in the bell foundry late seventeen hundreds?

Still the Archbishop is glaring fiercely at you, the hatred burning in his eyes.

“Off the streets! Off the streets! Off the streets, ungodly creatures!”

The Archbishop hisses: You don’t come looking for that thing here, you servant of Satan. We know you. God is consciousness. To question that is to be the Antichrist. You shall surely pay. In blood and your roasted flesh, heretic!

You know it can’t be real. You were hardly thinking about your mission. It’s Christmas Eve, it’s not time yet. You’re always working on it, sure, but you haven’t taken any real steps yet. You must perform some action first, mustn’t you? You must go to Trier or somewhere of any size and visit a brothel or something and try to find another few tabs, mustn’t you? Or go float in suspension in fluid in an isolation tank or something, mustn’t you? Mustn’t you?

But their hands are all over you now. They’re not gentle hands. They’re hands that bleed hatred for you. You can feel it running down your arms. You can feel it—

3

Christmas Day

Hans awoke on the balcony, in full darkness now, the quiet sort, the after midnight sort. He checked his watch, stumbled inside, quickly brushed his teeth, put his jacket on over his sweater, checked his watch again, grabbed the key, and went outside and up the hill to the church where he knew they were doing a special midnight mass—it had been posted. It was after midnight, but not terribly long after.

He could hear them as he went. The monks’ voices, an unnerving choir to him. Where had all the Christian shit come from? It reminded him of growing up in his father’s home. A whip lasher, his father. A. Von. Saar. Will. Not. Be. Fucking. Unchristian!

It’s cold out now, but someone’s there holding the door open to him. “Come in, brother. Come in out of the cold, and welcome.”

But as Hans sees them inside, the choir, the congregation, he suddenly can’t do it. “I’m sorry,” he says to the man, a monk himself maybe. “I made a mistake.”

“It’s cold out there, brother.”

Hans lashes back, “Goddamn you with your cold shit. Are you John le Carré, brother? It’s in your mind. All of this, it’s not real. Do you understand me? It was probability waves before your mind got to it.”

The man stares at him in astonishment, disbelief.

“Close the door, you fool. Nobody’s going in there that’s not already in there.”

***

So Hans Von Saarburg is wide awake now. He knows where the bell foundry is. He didn’t just ride in on his horse with dreadful news today. He knows his way around.

Fuck, he thinks. Now?

But when else if not now? It’s the middle of the night. The perfect time. So he goes. Not knowing what can be accomplished, but he goes. It’s not like it’s far, just past the thing, over by the other thing.

He gets there and it’s quiet, some lamps around help keep any ill doers away. And there’s this bronze bell outside—that’s what they do here, bronze bells, only place in Deutschland that does them now—and it rests on a heavy board on the cobblestone, mouth down in a bell’s normal position. He can’t stop staring at it. There’s something both beautiful and unsettling about it. It’s not the seven peals, it’s not the Archbishop’s eyes, which no, he has not forgotten. It’s something to do with time. About his conception of it. About the way he looks at it as a simple measure of movement for man’s need to set straight lines in his understanding of things.

He ponders it. And then he tilts his head the other way and ponders it again. Something about it . . . it’s like he’s getting back on course here. He got sidetracked by irrelevant things like family names and such and almost forgot about his mission, which assuredly would not do. So he walks closer—it’s not more than ten meters away—but then he pauses to contemplate it again. He’s beginning to get it in some deeper place, but it continues to evade him on any readily accessible level. He walks a little closer. He’s hearing it ring now. Distantly. Like when he was riding his horse into town. The Knights! Christ! I’ve got something to tell you, my fellow villagers!

A little closer. Little closer.

And now Hans Von Saarburg is there with the bell. He could make love to it from right here. He touches it. It doesn’t respond. He steps around, behind it, picks up a bit of stone and strikes it. Hard. It makes a sound that crawls through him like a spider climbing the web of the space-time continuum. Strikes it again. Harder. Still no resounding ring. It’s a defiant bitch.

Now Hans is really looking at it. You can’t find the answers in me, it seems to be saying. Remember? I’m an external object. I don’t exist.

Hans is trying. It glimmers, it goes. It flashes, it dies. Something about time itself . . .

Then he hears one sharp peal in the night. From the church. Really? Can it only be one o’clock now? It’s acid. It’s time occurring on its own time. On its own time. On its own . . . time.

“Oh heilege Christ!” he says, throwing the rock at the bell. “Danke du Arschloch.”

And rushes back to his pad, laughing all the way. Works the key into its slot with his trembling hands, gets inside, barely noticing how cold the place is, goes to the place where he keeps his pills, takes all of them, resumes his place on the padded chair on the balcony, the door somehow left open, lets his head fall back as he closes his eyes and envisions it.

***

Hans wakes up in the hospital, tubes, the whole bit. His landlord apparently found him two days later, still out on his balcony, unresponsive. The nurse tells him as much. There are no visitors. No one comes for Hans Von Saarburg. They don’t care. And neither does he. He is a fashion to them. They are stupid to him. Take the nurse . . . the way she looks at him. Somebody told her. Somebody knew his name or unshaven face and it spread. Great. Just what he needed after almost arriving there, after almost being there with it. He was going to fuck the nurse until she bled for her presumption. And he was going to fuck the person, woman or man, who had spread who he was till they bled too. And after them, he might just go around fucking every staff member in the hospital.

There had been dreams. Awful, violent dreams. There had been a man. An elegant man of no certain age with a staff, which he had pointed at Hans while making soft points like: “If it’s chaos you like, it is chaos you shall have.” And: “Science is curious. Scientists experiment. Physicists experiment. Quantum physicists experiment. They go about it a certain way. Nobody comes audaciously rushing into it like you do, friend.” And, with the stick waving as the elegant man addressed each point: “Shall I give it to you like this? There are entities, entities whose consciousnesses are not as, let’s say, developed as yours. They are not unintelligent, mind you. Not at all. In fact you might find a game of chess difficult with them. They have . . . capacities. But they also have boundaries, unlike you. You can spread out like this, you can be a veritable swan, can’t you? But these entities . . . this annoys them.”

Are you one of them? Hans remembered trying to say.

“Oh no, no.” With the stick coming down and tapping what sounded like a real floor. Still softly: “I don’t participate in it. It participates in me.” Pausing. “Because, you see . . . ” Stick now up again, and the voice, oh Christ, the voice as it elevated abruptly now: “I am motherfucking chaos!”

It had chilled Hans to the very essence of his being, but he’d been unable to awaken from it. He heard voices outside. Maybe the doctor’s, the nurse’s . . . but they as soon dissolved into what was happening where he was. Are you the devil? he must have tried to say.

“Oh, so now everybody’s the devil because you went visiting the Archbishop. That’s unoriginal and ordinary of you, don’t you think, with your great mind and all?”

But he was so . . .

“What? Unnerving? Is that it? I told you they don’t like you, Herr Von Saar. They really, really would prefer if you were not there. Do you understand me? You were already making them nervous with your art. You were going places, places you never should have been going. Then to do like that? To come after the last answer like that? Shame on you. Your kind needs better than you. Surely you agree by now.”

I had it . . . I had it there in my hands . . . it was to do with—

“Don’t you talk about time to me!” Throwing the staff like a spear at Hans. “Don’t you ever fucking talk about time to me. I’m not the Archbishop. I will make you pay dearly.”

But . . . I mean . . .

“Ah, phh.” Softly again now as he walked over and casually picked up his staff. “I forget you’re stupid. For all your bold wanderings, you’re still a stupid human. The time I spent with you, I could have been destroying galaxies, making black holes, creating singularities so vast and chaotic they would have . . . Oh, never mind, my master won’t let me do that. Oh, oops. Shh.”

What? Who?

Eyebrows rose teasingly. “Wouldn’t you like to know.”

Jesus. Wake up, wake up, wake up.

“There’s no waking up.”

But Hans did. Just at that point he did. Which was where he was now. Fucking all of them till they bled. The elegant man would like that, wouldn’t he?

“Nurse, can I please get some kind of pain medicine?”

Turning sharply. “Do you actually think we are going to give you pain medicine after what you did to yourself?”

“You have to do something. You can’t just detox me with nothing.”

“Oh, we’ve something in mind for you, don’t worry. You babbled a little too much in your sleep at the Trier hospital, didn’t you? Now you’re here.”

“What? What the fuck are you talking about? Is this A Clockwork Orange or something?”

“Worse than that, love. You revealed about your mission. About the others. About Xiok. You know, your man with the staff?”

Hans withered. “This can’t be real. It’s a mental construct. It’s the waves.”

“That may be true, Herr Von Saar. But Xiok is God, and some of us who work in that department, we don’t take kindly to people just revealing him like that.”

Withered further. “But he serves a higher power.”

“That is so. And do you want to know what that higher power’s name is since you are so relentlessly curious and all?”

Nothing left of Hans now except enough to hear:

“Consciousness. That’s its name. Are you satisfied now?”

4

Nowhere in time or space

There is an open door, and Hans Von Saar is walking through that doorway. There are walls, and Hans is running his hands along them as he passes through this hallway. In front of him there is another open door, and he is walking through that doorway, too.

And then, in front of him, there is a turning thing which he cannot place. It has no dimensions, belongs no place in physics. He gets there in five strides, reaches out to touch it, and it is simply gone. It leaves a clear view to the one thing that seems to matter—the bell. Suspended there in space in front of him. Yet that cannot be true. There is no such thing as space.

But it is there, at least in his mind. It wants to ring, he can feel it. He starts toward it, and then Xiok is there, with the staff, smiling at him. Teasingly snaps the staff at the bell as if to strike it. Shall I? he seems to be saying. Do you really want to know?

“I want to know,” Hans says aloud. “I’m not afraid anymore. I want to know.”

“Then you shall,” said elegant Xiok, and struck the bell lightly with his staff, causing it to ring as if it had been swung against its hammer mightily.

***

There is a room, and on all four walls of that room are clocks. Big clocks, tick-tocking it out. There is a medium in the middle of the room where the synchronous sounds meet, and in that medium is Hans. Standing there looking around himself, unafraid.

There is a ceiling, and in that ceiling there is a circular cutout. It was black at first, now there is a shaft of circular light coming through it, surrounding Hans. He’s aware of it. It could not possibly be otherwise. But he doesn’t feel anything. Digits appear on his skin and clothes. Numerals. He can see them. But still he doesn’t feel anything. They begin to spin around him, dancing on his surfaces. A projector is trained upon him. That’s how it feels. But he knows it’s not true in any conventional sense.

You are the center of something larger in scope. You are the living nexus of a thousand trillion colliding things. In them is time. It operates of its own free will and has been looking for you for a long, long time. It knew in advance, since the mud you crawled out of, you were going to develop a consciousness. It laughed when it happened—it was there after all, on the scene—because it also knew what was going to occur when you had grown enough to start asking questions. It thinks you’re clever, but misguided. This, Hans could feel. All too intensely. It thinks Xiok’s clever, too—it has later designs for him.

Designs? Hans wonders.

Oh no, we don’t mean everybody. Tick. Tick. Tock. Just him. It’s him we have designs for. We don’t particularly like it that he went playing around for his pleasure. It amuses us, yes. But like the Bishop and his people, it also doesn’t tickle us. Xiok knows this, else why would he ring the bell? Doooooong.

Us?

The seconds. The microseconds.

You mean . . .

We can live too, you know. You can’t control everything. There is a clock. Imagine it out there in the cosmos. It doesn’t just keep time, it keeps track. It follows our linear roads, our circular ones, our stuttered ones. It is the fourth dimension plus the first three, which cannot be without it. Shall we give you the cube?

No thanks.

Shall we give you the past, present, and future histories on all lines?

No.

Shall we entrust with you the secret?

Yes.

The secret of consciousness? Because we have seen it. We have seen everything. You’re sure? Xiok won’t approve. He’ll stick his staff at you and us both and dance that dance of his.

He sent me here.

He sent you here, not there. He’s the main puppet of consciousness. And as such, has some in with it. A significant some. It is his to say whether or not he will let this happen. You sure?

Yes.

Then behold what it is.

***

There is a lake, and in that lake there is a thing. It can’t be a creature because it hasn’t been created yet. And around that lake there is a muddy bank, and onto that muddy bank the thing slowly crawls. As it appears, there is Hans Von Saarburg waiting for it. He’s hesitant to do, but he reaches out his hand and he touches its wet skin, and after he touches it, the thing slowly, gradually lifts up its worm head and without eyes to see out of, seems to regard him. And in the distance, a sound.

In the distance, over the noise of the engine, this familiar sound.


THE FLESH WINKS WHILE THE GHOST WEEPS

Prologue

The subject sat in front of me on a stool, unmoving except for a twitch in his left index finger. As he watched me intently, one of his eyes, the right one, shone a vibrant azure blue, while the less dominant though no less brilliant one got away with a lowly honey-burst color. Somewhat accustomed to his distinctive features now, I was less inclined to think his irises alone had won over his cult followers. I wouldn’t even allow myself, anymore, to give too much credit to his captivating voice. Distinctions could easily be absorbed after a half day at it.

As I lightly swept the brush across the canvas on its easel to my right, I alternately watched the symmetrically poised screen to my left, where the paint strokes simultaneously appeared. He’d insisted, when he and his armed men abducted me out of my own home, I bring along with us the digital augmentation device I’d invented, as if it had some kind of internal power. He watched every angle through his Bowie-esque eyes, as if the mother of bodily makeup had strategically planted them in his face to not just disarm, confuse, ultimately test people, but to provide prisms through which the owner might consider every possibility.

Which of course led to the intellect of this Buddhasa, as he called himself.

My eyes are Bowie—okay, his was a pupil problem—but I cannot invoke Steely Dan by calling myself Bodhisattva, can I? I’d known what he meant. I am a lover of classic rock, as I’m sure he’d known before taking me. He’d learned everything else about me, including that the artist who’d once been known as Cal—short for California—had reinvented himself after the series of events that had led to this abduction, putting a darker, darkly lavish edge to his work and renaming the man behind the brush Caligula.

“Caligula,” my subject said on cue. That coaxing voice of his reached inside me, tried to anyway. “How is it feeling for you?”

It was the nineteenth time he had asked the question, and for the nineteenth time I replied with, “I’m painting your portrait, that’s how it’s feeling.”

“I annoy you, don’t I?”

It was the first time he had said that. And the first time, as I could recall, his left forefinger commenced jumping against his thigh.

“Quit with the finger thing,” I said.

“What?” He looked down at the culprit then dug his fingers in, clutching his flesh beneath his pants to control the nervous impulse. “You must think I’m a joke,” he said.

I paused from my painting, letting the brush hang in space, regarded him. “Misguided.”

“Ha!” He looked over his shoulder at his armed men at their corner stations in this warehouse studio he’d found for his vision. “Misguided,” he said. “Brothers, I ask you, are we the Tree misguided?”

They produced some slave lust and he looked back at me. “You’ll see the light, Caligula. One way or the other, you will see the light, my friend.”

I’d resumed painting. What else to do when what was expected of you could only be delivered in motions? But he wasn’t finished.

“You captured your former self. You will capture mine. It’s just a matter of time.”

“Whatever you say, Buddhasa. I am your reincarnator.”

To which his eyes flashed, but only momentarily, as he refrained for once from wearing the theme to its already ragged frays.

That I had it all back, I thought. The self-portrait, the recognition, the scan and search, the find, the publication of that find, the private sittings that ensued. I’d had no choice but to go in a different direction with my art. How could one touch beauty when everyone sought the accident for themselves?

1

The Prince of Recovery

When I returned to the house that afternoon from the studio Nico and I had built out beyond my partner’s concerns on the property, the apple and pear groves, I knew something wasn’t right. Ice, our Alaskan husky, wasn’t barking welcome, and Nico had no music going. In this life we have habits, he’d written in one of his poems, and those habits tend to stick like glue/when the days run together as the days seem to do. Wasn’t much for meter, my partner, but he could make you think, nonetheless.

He was certainly doing so now, in his absence, as I entered the house through the open back door calling his name and yet somehow knowing, as the premonition blotted out the foreboding, that I wasn’t going to be answered. I went straight through the spacious place my accident of a professional career had earned me, finding what I was shocked but not surprised to discover outside the front door, beyond the porch—a lifeless Ice, blood staining her fur, mouth open in that horrible dog way, tongue frozen in a perpetual loll—Ice indeed. I found the crumpled note stuffed between her teeth.

One bitch gone. Another soon to follow if you delay. Remember the way to the warehouse, Caligula? Bring your best game this time or sweetheart Nico’s going to get the surgery.

The word ‘surgery’ no doubt intended for impact. My partner had had one already. Nicole had been a woman; Nico, after the treatment, the hormones, the genitalia plant, was a man. I had been gay before Nicole. I didn’t know what I was now, beyond the artist of other’s dreams. I only knew it worked for us. I only knew that in today’s world, in our age of so-called enlightenment, there were still those small or corrupt or jealous or embittered or self-serving enough to use words like bitch to paint their pictures. Misguided, I’d once said in describing the doer of this bloody deed to himself. That had been a grossly understated accusation. Buddhasa had already snatched one half of our marriage for his experiment into his own nature. I’d escaped that attempt on my potential to produce the sort of art he wanted when the two males he’d left guarding me retired to a side room, ostensibly to do the business on one another, a message to me with the dramatic moans and grunts that had bled through the wall.

Now this . . . this even less subtle design on my so-called gifts.

Looking at Ice before returning inside for my bag and keys, I almost felt a tear form—not for me, but for Nico, who’d loved her like his own offspring since finding the pup in the gutter, lapping up stained water in the company of indigents trying to prove they were human. But tears, as I’d told my Nico so many times, were what shaped and fed those same street gullies. There were no destitutes, only the self-inflicted, whimpering failures of the construct. He hated that assessment.

“A puppy does not self-inflict,” he said.

“Neither does it find somewhere else to drink water,” I pointed out, to that famous fury of his.

But our world was like that. Science had made it, and order was understood. Deviant behavior was the fault of the one behaving. If a strap-fur like the stray that would be named Ice diverted, it was because she was underground bred, not because she’d been denied the right diet. The others, the ones pretending or hoping to be human, their programming had been interfered with. That or they were only pretending to pretend or hope to be human, which polluted the system to the point where there was no addressing them—unless they were caught at it during a roundup. A keen-edged knife did the trick. Flesh opened like flesh or it did not open like flesh. The black uniforms were trained in that regard. Had to be, lest a revolt one day rise up out of the stench.

Yet, as I shouldered my pack, grabbed my wallet and the set of keys off the kitchen counter, I paused, considering my own thoughts. It felt odd, yet oddly justified removing the carving knife from its block and returning to where Ice lay, placing the tip of the blade at the nape of her neck and, closing my eyes, slicing through her fur and skin to reveal what lay beneath.

What lay beneath was meat, nothing else. Tossing the knife aside, I mounted my airbike, trying to recall how to get to the place where I’d been forced to attempt to remember the fantasies of a separate beast.

***

It was a test, that was clear. They’d blindfolded me the first time, and I was to use my genetic instincts to guide me this time, no doubt to sharpen my mind to the purpose before arrival. What seemed to fail them was that this purpose of theirs, like potential, was not what I, or my art, was about. It had been by sheer accident that I had accomplished what I had seemingly accomplished those years before. Painting a portrait of myself, on a whim scanning that portrait through a deep government database, via a friend in the system, to find a match to another face of a previous generation whose life and life’s motives, in ways, had paralleled my own. I’d published the results not because I believed in them but to establish myself as an artist rebel and specialist of a unique sort. This action had led to three private contracts. The results of those sittings had produced more evidence of my ‘gift’ to a world which, both because and in spite of its genetic advances, had become interested in the concept of reincarnation again. I had almost singlehandedly been responsible for a thing which had eventually alarmed me, even frightened me in its contagiousness, leading me to retreat into the shadows, adopting a pseudonym. If maturity comes of experience, then I’d been well on my way to disproving that and becoming a cult figure like the man I was even now, against my will, on my way to meet again.
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