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      Shine On, You Crazy Diamond

 

 
   
      
      
      Almaz

      
      KZ didn’t say hello. She was like that anyway. Sometimes she answered her phone in mid-sentence. Sometimes she expected you
         to read her mind. Sometimes she didn’t bother to tell you that some of the conversation was actually not directed at you,
         but at her pet iguana, Monty. Roksana figured this was all part of KZ’s manic appeal.
     

      
      Today KZ was laughing too hard to say anything at all.

      
      ‘What’s so funny?’ Roksana said, when she could make herself heard.

      
      KZ gasped and choked. ‘Sorry,’ she managed to gasp.

      
      ‘Do you want me to call you back when you’re done peeing yourself?’

      
      KZ panted some more and then said, ‘I’m really sorry, my peri-menopausal mother just did something incredibly bizarre. It’s
         really not even slightly funny but I just …’
     

      
      She was weeping with laughter.

      
      ‘OK …’ Roksana sighed. Today was obviously going to be one of those days. She glanced at her watch. 11:34 am 19 July 2004.
         Day from hell. Server down, A/C apparently broken, no plans, her father probably sleeping it off after another all-night work jag. All her friends away on vacation, except for KZ being a shiny fool.
     

      
      “Snot just me. Josh’s anger management is also so—’ snort ‘—fade of mail. I mean, made of fail. I thought he was gonna run
         over the dog this morning. Hey, Rocky, did I tell you about the extra colours?’
     

      
      ‘No. I was just wondering if you wanted to go swimming later.’

      
      ‘But I can see so many of them! I think I could be turning into a bee or something. No, don’t laugh.’

      
      Roksana wasn’t laughing, but KZ was. Then her cell cut off.

      
      Scowling at the phone, Roksana headed for the fridge. She passed the kitchen window and saw Irina out by the pool. This was
         odd. Irina was only responsible for the inside of the house; Roksana’s dad used a pool service. Irina stripped off her uniform,
         exposing a thin, pale body with Playboy breasts that balanced uneasily in a flesh-pink lace bra. Eyes wide, Roksana watched
         while Irina went into the pool house and came out with a net on a long pole. She put the net over her head, then twisted it
         several times using the torque of the pole.
     

      
      Roksana’s heart was beating faster. There had always been something vaguely pornographic about Irina. But … shit!

      
      Nobody else was home. According to the note Amir had left on the fridge, he had gone to his office on campus.

      
      Irina can drive you and your friends to the mall later, the note had finished. I have a crazy day – Dad.
     

      
      Crazy day? If Amir’s day was crazy, what did you call this?

      
      Roksana didn’t know what to do. She was afraid to intervene on her own, but the neighbours would all be at work, and anyway
         she didn’t really know any of them well enough to turn up on their doorstep begging for help with her family’s dangerously
         kinky maid.
     

      
      She didn’t really know anyone well enough to do that.

      
      Her father’s phone went to voicemail.

      
      
      Irina was looking seriously unhealthy.

      
      She tried her dad’s cell.

      
      ‘Tony’s Pizza.’

      
      Shit. Tried again, checking the number in her phone book to make sure it was right.

      
      ‘Tony’s Pizza, can I help you?’

      
      This couldn’t be happening. While she watched Irina strangling herself with the pool net, Roksana called up KZ’s number again.

      
      ‘Oh thank god you called back,’ KZ said. ‘I tried to call you but I kept getting routed to a 900 number for astrology.’

      
      ‘Can you call 911 for me?’ Roksana began.

      
      ‘Don’t bother, it doesn’t work. Listen, we better meet in person in case we lose this connection.’

      
      ‘KZ, I think our maid got some bad shine.’ Irina’s face was red. She walked around the pool, gazing down into the water as
         if she could see something under there.
     

      
      ‘Yeah, that’s nothing. We have some issues at my house. My mom and your mom are, like, coming from the same asteroid, you
         know what I’m saying?’
     

      
      Being reminded of Mitch was the last thing Roksana needed right now. Shakily, she said, ‘Can you come over? I’m feeling freaked.’

      
      ‘No, you need to come here. Roksana … my skin is peeling off.’

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘Yeah, it’s turning purple and peeling off. Hee-hee! Look at it, this is so cool.’

      
      ‘KZ, please, for once …’

      
      ‘And I think—’ KZ started laughing in earnest. ‘There’s something wrong with my mom’s Clarity account. I borrowed some and—’
         She muffled the phone, but Roksana could hear her gasping and screaming.
     

      
      ‘KZ, it’s not funny …’

      
      
      ‘Sorry, I know, I can’t help it … Can you come over? I need you because I have talking worms in my eyes. I trust you. You’re
         never shiny.’
     

      
      ‘No, I can’t – Irina—’

      
      ‘I’d pick you up but our car’s wrecked.’ More wild laughter. ‘Can you bring stain remover?’

      
      ‘What? Where are you now? What’s – oh, holy shit!’ Irina had jumped in the water with the pool net still wrapped around her
         head.
     

      
      ‘Roksana? Hee, Roksana—?’

      
      Roksana dropped the phone and ran out on the deck. Irina’s face was purple.

      
      Roksana crashed through the gate in the fence around the pool and plunged into the deep end. Irina was crawling around on
         the bottom, patting at the blue concrete like she was feeling around for a lost earring or something. Big bubbles were coming
         out of her mouth.
     

      
      Roksana swam towards her underwater and waved her hands to attract Irina’s attention. Irina looked at Roksana and opened her
         mouth halfway. The net pressing on her skin carved her Barbie-doll face into soft chunks. Her eyes rolled back. She reached
         for Roksana.
     

      
      Roksana kicked away, scared. Her clothes were dragging at her. She came up for air.

      
      She’d never liked Irina. Irina never failed to let everybody know she had suffered. At the same time, she managed to convey
         her disdain at having to scrub the toilets of the spoiled American bourgeoisie. Her beauty was intimidating. Also, she never
         shut up about her perfect son the genius with looks, away at boarding school on a scholarship. Dmitri would not even look
         at a girl of Roksana’s mediocre calibre – Irina made that clear.
     

      
      Still, Roksana didn’t dislike Irina enough to let her die in the family pool, just because of a nasty shine. She could see
         Irina hovering in the water, flailing her arms and legs feebly but not going anywhere. The stick of the pool net jerked, dragging
         on the bottom.
     

      
      Roksana caught hold of Irina from behind like she’d been taught in water safety class. The pole of the pool net kept getting
         in the way, but Irina herself did not struggle as Roksana dragged her to the surface. Getting her out of the water was almost
         impossible. Luckily there was a flight of steps at the shallow end, and Roksana managed to pull Irina up them. She unwound
         the tangled net. It had left angry marks on Irina’s face. The process seemed to take a lifetime. Whatever strangulation Irina
         had attempted, it hadn’t been effective because Irina was full of pool water. Roksana thumped the water out of her and Irina
         started coughing and regurgitating.
     

      
      Roksana sat back on her heels, gulping for breath in her own right. She had pulled a muscle in her back, and it throbbed.

      
      As soon as Irina could speak, she started yammering in Russian. She looked right through Roksana.

      
      ‘Irina! Speak English!’

      
      Irina looked, but she did not seem to recognize Roksana. She didn’t even slow down, or try to make Roksana understand. She
         just ranted, and coughed, and then started crying. Eventually her stream of speech slowed. Now she was saying the same word,
         over and over again.
     

      
      ‘Almaz!’ Irina sobbed. She tried to get back into the water. ‘Almaz! Almaz!’

    

 
   
      
      
      Lockdown

      
      In the end, Roksana coaxed Irina into the guest bedroom. She took a disposable razor and a bottle of Tylenol away. Then, when
         Irina was examining her neck where the pool net had sliced into it, she quickly shut the door and jammed a chair against it
         to keep Irina contained. She tried to call KZ and then several of her other friends, and finally as a last resort she tried
         to leave her father a message on his voicemail, but none of the calls connected.
     

      
      Roksana’s computer couldn’t connect. What about Amir’s? Her father ran his desktop off an independent, ultra-high-speed connection
         in his study. Amir did most of his Riding late at night. Roksana assumed this was because he was trying to downplay the fact
         that he was doing it at all. He seemed ashamed – maybe he felt like a hypocrite, after all that anti-shine lecturing and posturing.
         He had only resumed Riding recently – said he was doing ‘a couple of private contracts’ because they needed the money to pay
         Mitch’s hospital bills. He had told Roksana to keep it quiet.
     

      
      Well, Roksana was an expert at keeping things quiet. She already kept it quiet that she couldn’t use shine like other teenagers
         – she’d lost her virginity but still hadn’t been inducted to shine because her brain acted like a child’s in that department. She let her friends think she abstained.
     

      
      She kept it quiet that her mom was in a loony bin thanks to lightborn abuse. So now she’d have to keep it quiet that her family’s
         Ukrainian maid was into edgy sexual behaviour with pool nets. Big deal.
     

      
      Keeping it quiet hadn’t stopped Roksana noticing that Amir had changed, though. Lately he had started saying heavy things
         to her.
     

      
      ‘If anything ever happens to me, I want you to get out of town. Go to Grandma in Sonoma. You have a credit card. Use it. Not
         that anything will happen. But if.’
     

      
      The first time he’d said it Roksana ignored him. He was a paranoid hypochondriac, after all, and he refused to take corrective
         shine. But then he said, ‘One thing I want you to remember is that we all make mistakes in this life. Everybody. We all screw
         up, and most of us screw up repeatedly. It’s the human condition.’
     

      
      She’d joked, ‘So why the sage advice? Are you, like, dying?’

      
      ‘I wish it was that simple. Society has ways of dealing with people dying. But there are no social rituals for dealing with
         bad shine, no safety measures, nothing.’
     

      
      ‘Not all shine is bad, you know,’ she’d rebutted, tired of listening to his shit.

      
      ‘There’s just so much you don’t understand, Roksana. I see how you all look at me. I know what people think. I’m a loser,
         a loafer, a basket case, right? I don’t mind you thinking that if it protects you. But you don’t understand where I’ve been.’
     

      
      ‘So, Dad,’ Roksana had joked. ‘Did you want some Brie with that whine?’

      
      Instead of telling her off, he’d hugged her tightly – this in itself was bizarre, as Mitch had always been the provider of
         hugs.
     

      
      
      He said, ‘I love you. You might not want me in your life right now, but you’re stuck wth me. That’s how it is.’

      
      Now she peered into the darkness of his study. Set down half a level from the rest of the house, the room was tomblike, with
         black bookshelves, black cabinets, black blinds on high windows. Massively expensive equipment emitted a genteel hum, and
         air purifiers and humidity regulators worked around the clock.
     

      
      Irina had special instructions for cleaning this room, but obviously she hadn’t made it down this morning before getting frisky
         at poolside. Half a dozen Starbucks’ cups were stacked on the desk and it looked as though a cappuccino grande had spilled
         all over the keyboard. A quantity of Cheetos were strewn across the hardwood floor. Desk drawers were open. Papers, photographs
         and even old passports were tossed around. It looked as though the room had been burgled. Ranks of lightborn outlets gleamed,
         tiny and potent, from the rack above the computer.
     

      
      At least she didn’t have to worry about those.

      
      But what if … Whoa, wait a second. Had Irina done this? What if Irina had come down here intending to clean, and had caught
         some kind of experimental shine that Amir had left on?
     

      
      Of course, Amir would never be so careless as to leave the lights running …

      
      But then, Amir would never spill coffee on the keyboard or throw Cheetos around the room.

      
      Something was fucked.

      
      Roksana was determined to remain calm no matter what. If she could stay calm, then she would hold on to herself. And if you
         held on to yourself, then nobody could really do anything to you. At least, that was what Mitch used to say before Mitch succumbed
         to the spiked Perfection.
     

      
      She sat down on the edge of Amir’s swivel chair and started to IM KZ, but there was no connectivity here, either.

      
      
      There was one thing, though. Her father’s work session of the night before was still running on the Feynman’s giant screen.
         She could see waveforms of the raw shine code streaming across the bottom of the box, undulating like swimming eels. She could
         see the more regular formations that she recognized as manifestations of Field guards, AIs assigned to regulate which shine
         went to which consumer. This must be one of her father’s contracts. He was still logged into the Field.
     

      
      Why had he left the desk and gone to campus? Amir was a security freak.

      
      She was jittery now, not sure what to do. She moved the mouse, intending to try to message Amir at his office, but the screensaver
         gave way to a frozen image. It had been a message session, but only the tail end appeared on the frozen screen.
     

      
      RichardDelveccio: OK, I got it. What I’m seeing here is enough to call for lockdown. I’ll countersign the command if that’s what you want.
         Are you sure?
     

      
      Amir_Ansari: Yes. Do it fast before I change my mind.
     

      
      RichardDelveccio: Seriously. Once we initiate this procedure there’s no going back.
     

      
      Amir_Ansari: Understood. Start the protocol, effective immediately.
     

      
      RichardDelveccio: OK. You will be in quarantine from
     

      
      SESSION TERMINATED DUE TO CONNECTION FAILURE

      
      Roksana tried to take a screenshot, but the computer was frozen out. Even after she rebooted, she couldn’t get the session
         back.
     

      
      Richard Delveccio. She knew that name. He was a lightborn regulator these days. Before that he’d worked for America the Beautiful,
         the biggest rival of her dad’s old firm, American Dream. The two men had started out Riding together; maybe they were still
         friends. If the ‘protocol’ Delveccio had referred to was Amir’s emergency damage-control protocol, well, then that there was some serious shit. The town would be cut off, shine-wise. And probably other-wise, too. Amir was nothing if not
         thorough in his paranoia.
     

      
      But what had made him initiate the lockdown? Whatever he had sent Delveccio must have been convincing. The Field controlled
         what shine went where, so if it had been compromised say by terrorists, or naughty hackers or even a rogue AI or whatever
         like Amir was always predicting? Then anybody could be getting shined with anything, anywhere in Los Sombres. Theoretically.
     

      
      Anybody but Roksana, anyway.

      
      She could hear Irina moving around upstairs. Quickly she looked up ‘almaz’ in a Russian dictionary. It meant diamond.
     

    

 
   
      
      
      The Fall

      
      By the time Roksana got up there, the sounds of somebody walking around had stopped. The chair had been moved out of the way,
         but now the guest bedroom door was locked. Strange. She looked for the little emergency key in the pottery jug on the hall
         shelf, the one her parents had kept since she’d locked herself in the bathroom at age two. It wasn’t there. But she could
         hear soft, regular breathing coming from the other side of the door. As if Irina were asleep.
     

      
      She went from room to room, braced to encounter an intruder, but nobody was there.

      
      She was certainly feeling deeply freaked by now.

      
      She went down to the garage and got her bike out. She had half-assed ideas of going to KZ’s, or she could just lock up the
         bike outside the Safeway and get a bus to campus.
     

      
      Two blocks from her house she came to a police barricade. A cop came towards her, waving her away.

      
      ‘Go back! There’s a firearms incident in progress. Go home and stay in your house.’

      
      ‘What’s going on? I tried to call 911 and there was no answer.’

      
      ‘Citywide emergency. Hostile guards in the shine Field. Total quarantine has been imposed by the federal government. Go home and lock your doors. Don’t use any shine.’
     

      
      Roksana started home. Once the police were out of sight she tried an alternate route, but that was blocked, too. A helicopter
         passed overhead, and she heard distant sirens. She thought about ditching the bike and cutting through people’s backyards,
         but then she heard gunshots. That’s when she started pedalling home as fast as she could.
     

      
      She set the security system and tried calling Amir again, to no avail. Roksana cracked the bathroom door open to see the maid
         curled up in the empty tub, asleep. Now what?
     

      
      When in doubt, eat. Mitch had taught her that. She got a bag of Doritos and a Coke and sat down in front of the TV but, unsurprisingly
         by now, there was a service interruption on the cable as well. She accessed the stored movie library.
     

      
      Raiders of the Lost Ark had been Mitch’s favourite movie as a kid and thinking about Mitch as a kid made Roksana feel slightly better. She ate Doritos
         without tasting them. Just when Marion was initiating a drinking contest with that sleazy French archaeologist, the movie
         retreated to a corner of the screen. The main screen went black.
     

      
      The next thing she heard was a child’s voice, whispering, ‘This is the emergency broadcast system. This is not a test. All kids, find each other now. Stay away from grownups, even your
            parents. If your brothers and sisters are older, like if they have shine, don’t talk to them either. Find each other and help
            each other get out of town. It could save your life.’ The message was repeated in Spanish.
     

      
      The blackness gave way to a news studio where the adults were taking turns reading announcements.

      
      ‘Shipping lanes in the seventeenth century were virtually inaccessible to the Mongol telemarketing revolution. Mr Davis believed
         that a proteinaceous form of binnacle symbolism was at the root of the Boxer Rebellion and its negative impact on toasted
         flakes of corn, but the result of last year’s pennant race remains an enigma. Let’s go to our correspondent in Dubuque, Penny Marshall.’
     

      
      An old movie about a women’s baseball team came on and almost immediately cut off again. The news studio came back in view,
         only now the weather woman and the boom guy were sitting on the desk, chanting Om Tare Tutare So Ha. The boom guy wore camouflage pants and a purple T-shirt from an Austin, TX gay pride march. The anchor wore Versace. Her
         nose was running.
     

      
      ‘This has to be a joke,’ said Roksana. Then something moved in her peripheral vision. Irina was climbing out of the window
         of the guest bedroom. Irina was wearing a Japanese silk pants suit that belonged to Mitch. The clothes were so big they made
         Irina look like a child. Roksana watched Irina jump into the azaleas and then make off, barefoot, across the lawn. Something
         sparkly glinted in her fist.
     

      
      ‘Good riddance, bitch.’ Roksana turned back to the screen.

      
      There was a noise at the back door and Roksana jumped. Amir was standing at the sliding glass door leading to the deck and
         the pool. He was wearing wraparound sunglasses, but she could still see the feedback lights at his temples flashing erratically.
         He jerked at the handle of the door Roksana had locked.
     

      
      She stood up, spilling what was left of the Coke. Amir was tapping on the glass.

      
      ‘Dad?’

      
      He yelled through the glass: ‘The guards have been blinded by a rogue AI. There’s no regulation. Anything and everything is
         loose in the Field. It’s affecting the whole infrastructure of the city. We’re looking at anarchy.’
     

      
      She started to unlock the door.

      
      ‘No! Don’t let me in. Don’t trust anything I say or do. I’ve been compromised. The Field is going down.’

      
      So it was true. ‘What do I do? What about Mom?’

      
      ‘I’m going to check on her after I leave you.’

      
      
      ‘You can’t leave me! I’m coming with you.’

      
      He pressed his hands against the glass.

      
      ‘You’ll be safer here. I promise. Stay here, lock yourself in, and I’ll tell Irina what to do.’

      
      ‘Irina’s gone. I think she got that shine you left running in your office.’

      
      He ran his hands through what was left of his hair. For a second it looked like he would collapse.

      
      She slid the door open and let in a flood of hot air.

      
      ‘It was a rogue. Had an AI component. Relative of Light. American Dream didn’t know about it. This rogue – it’s the reason
         I quit in the first place. It’s the thing that messed me up.’
     

      
      He started trembling. She reached out to touch him but he suddenly stiffened. Major mood shift. He straightened and his pupils
         narrowed.
     

      
      ‘I had to eradicate it. Took the local Field down with it; I had no choice. The guards were corrupted. Now that the defence
         protocols are kicking in, the Field will be all right, everywhere but here in Los Sombres.’
     

      
      ‘But what about us? Dad, if lightborns are running loose, we have to get out of here!’

      
      Amir stiffened. Took a deep breath. Sharp-eyed now, he stepped back from her. He wasn’t trembling anymore. There was a tension
         in him, but it was a tension of strength, as of a strung bow.
     

      
      ‘I’m getting some things for your mother.’ He strode to the master bedroom.

      
      Roksana grabbed her mother’s gym bag and started packing clothes and toiletries. But Amir went to Mitch’s jewellery box.

      
      ‘Where are the diamonds?’ he snapped.

      
      ‘I don’t know. Who cares?’

      
      Amir raged around the room, ripping drawers open.

      
      ‘I need them. I need them for Mitch.’

      
      ‘Dad, trust me, she won’t care about the diamonds.’ They weren’t even real. Mitch kept the real ones in a safe deposit box. The paste ones were for parties. They were jammed up with
         shine.
     

      
      ‘Where’s Irina?’

      
      Almaz.
     

      
      Rosanna looked at him. ‘Gone. You think …?’

      
      Amir’s feeds flashed wildly, even though there were no shine transmitters in the bedroom. For a second he looked like he was
         going to revert to his usual pathetic self.
     

      
      ‘Let’s get in the car and go,’ she blurted. ‘Like you always say. We’ll pick up Mom, and we’ll go to Sonoma.’

      
      ‘Too late. Lockdown.’ He sounded proud. Amir had campaigned for the lockdown protocols after he’d left American Dream.

      
      ‘Great. You mean we’re fucked.’

      
      ‘At least they’re respecting the protocols. This is serious, Roksana.’

      
      ‘Well … how are we going to get Mom?’

      
      Amir pointed out the window. A yellow scooter leaned against the pool shed.

      
      ‘I had to steal a moped.’

      
      They rode double. Roksana drove, shakily, and Amir sat behind her and looked at his GPS until it died. He steered her through
         lawns and across parking lots, and once they went the wrong way up the entry ramp to a highway. He said that was OK because
         the traffic was all stopped by a twenty-vehicle pileup.
     

      
      Once, a police helicopter followed them; Amir told Roksana to drive into a bowling alley. When they drove out the other side,
         the chopper had gone off in another direction.
     

      
      ‘Are the police shined out too?’ she asked.

      
      ‘If they aren’t yet, they will be.’ Then her father started pointing out all the places where lightborns were beaming out:
         from billboards and road signs, from street lamps and store fronts, from gas stations and telephone poles.
     

      
      
      ‘Why don’t they just shut down the power?’ Roksana asked.

      
      ‘They could if they would,’ Amir said. ‘But they won’t. The people in charge are shined.’
     

      
      A mass fist fight had broken out in the middle of an inter-section. Dozens of office workers were bashing each other, ties
         flapping. One woman chopped at another’s face using the heels of her taupe slingbacks. Roksana had to hang a sharp left and
         bounce up on the kerb, and even then she just missed hitting two suits who were screaming at each other on the sidewalk. They
         put aside their differences long enough to try to grab hold of the bike.
     

      
      Roksana swerved and tried to accelerate away from them, but the moped was at top speed. The men chased them, yelling, ‘Come
         back, murderers!’ and stuff like that. It seemed to take forever before they fell behind.
     

      
      Roksana’s palms on the handlebars were slick with sweat by then.

      
      ‘Dad, next time you steal a bike, make it a Harley.’

      
      He told her to stop outside Mitch’s old health club. They got off. Inside American Woman it was deserted. The place still
         smelled of chlorine and perfume, but there were no people inside.
     

      
      ‘This is weird,’ Roksana said. ‘Where is everybody?’

      
      ‘I cleared it for you. There is shine here working on your behalf. People can’t even see this place. You’ll be safe here,
         or as safe as can be expected. It’s in the protocol.’
     

      
      Outside, the sound of a car accident. Roksana flinched. People were shouting. Amir was calm.

      
      ‘What about Mom?’

      
      ‘I’ll go to the hospital and bring her here. You stay and wait.’

      
      ‘Oh, nuh-uh.’
     

      
      ‘Oh, yes-huh,’ he mimicked, pointing at her commandingly. ‘You. Stay. Here.’
     

      
      Roksana didn’t know what to make of her father. He wasn’t the geekfreak she knew so well. Normally he was obsessional about his fork being perfectly lined up by his plate at dinner.
         He’d fiddle with his socks for half an hour to get the seams straight and break down completely if he couldn’t find his favourite
         coffee mug. Now he was acting like a commando or something. It didn’t fit.
     

      
      ‘Dad, have you been shined up with something?’

      
      He nodded. ‘I did it to myself. It’s the only chance we’ve got. I have to go now. There’s a radio in the back. Call me on
         Channel 7. But be aware that they will be listening.’
     

      
      Oh, no. Paranoia, again. Classic Dad.

      
      ‘They?’ she shouted in his ear.

      
      ‘Our enemies,’ he said.

      
      ‘Um … who are they, again?’

      
      ‘Are you kidding me? Everybody, of course.’

    

 
   
      
      
      Ditch the Biter

      
      ‘Janine! Janine? Where are you? Ja-nine!’

      
      Roksana parted the blinds of the American Woman lobby a couple inches and looked out. Everybody else had deserted this street
         hours ago. Still she’d waited, getting alternately pissed off at Amir and scared and pissed off and scared. Now there was
         a boy, couldn’t be more than three, wandering down the empty sidewalk, calling.
     

      
      Roksana was out the front door of American Woman before she could argue with herself. The boy saw her and stopped.

      
      ‘Hi,’ Roksana said. ‘What’s your name? Are you lost?’

      
      The boy was silent. He stared at Roksana in obvious fear.

      
      ‘If you can’t find your mom then I guess you’re pretty freaked out. My name is Roksana. I don’t know where my mom is, either.
         That’s pretty tough.’
     

      
      The boy said, ‘It was hot in the car. Where Janine?’

      
      ‘You are being so brave,’ Roksana said. ‘There’s an emergency going on and I guess Janine got held up. She’s probably looking
         for you, too.’
     

      
      Not.

      
      ‘I’m getting really really tired,’ the boy said.

      
      There was a burst of shouting from down the block, and shots rang out. Roksana saw a boy of about thirteen with a rifle running across the tops of parked cars.
     

      
      ‘Give it up!’ he was screaming, but she didn’t know whether this was directed at her. Other people were around, sitting in
         their cars, wandering aimlessly down the sidewalk. They didn’t react to him.
     

      
      The small boy cringed; Roksana lunged forward and grabbed him, pulling him down behind a line of abandoned cars. A car engine
         roared. A late model black Lincoln town car, liberally dented, came careering down the middle of the street. Its driver seemed
         to be using parked vehicles to bounce off so as to change direction in lieu of actually steering.
     

      
      There were kids of all ages crammed inside. Impossible to make out individual identities, but a girl of maybe ten was driving
         and she was heavy into the trial-and-error approach. There were even kids in the trunk; every time the suspension bounced,
         they had to push the trunk up to keep it from smashing on to their heads.
     

      
      Hanging on to the back of the Lincoln was a teenaged boy on a skateboard carrying some kind of assault rifle. His yellow-helmeted
         head turned in her direction and he let go of the car, raised the gun to his shoulder. The other boy halted on the roof of
         a Shogun and pointed his own rifle at Roksana.
     

      
      ‘Let the kid go!’ he yelled. ‘Let him go or I’ll take you out.’

      
      Roksana ran out into the car’s path.

      
      ‘Don’t shoot!’ she yelled. ‘We have to stick together.’

      
      The car hurtled towards her, the whites of the young driver’s eyes just visible over the steering wheel. Roksana saw her mouth
         go ‘Oh shit!’ as she tried to brake. The car skidded sideways and banged into a stand of motorcycles even as Roksana’s nerve
         failed her and she leaped away. The skateboarder boy lowered his rifle and stuck out his left arm, grabbing at her.
     

      
      ‘Hey, what the fuck!’ yelled the boys in the back seat, and one of them pointed a pistol at her. Another wrested it away from
         him. A lot was said in Spanish as the skateboarder dragged Roksana towards the car. Two other kids jumped out and seized the
         little boy. He screamed and kicked.
     

      
      ‘You can’t go with this lady, she shined. Here, have a lifesaver.’

      
      ‘I’m not shined and I’m not a lady. Let go of me.’

      
      The little boy took the lifesaver and looked at it. Two girls coaxed him into the car.

      
      ‘Why you not shined?’ said Assault Rifle Boy.

      
      ‘It’s a long story, but I’m not. Maybe we can help each other out. Do you know what’s going on?’

      
      ‘No, but we’re getting out of here. The adults are fucking psycho, and I bet you are, too.’

      
      The back seat of the car was a jigsaw puzzle of limbs and faces. A white boy was struggling with someone Roksana couldn’t
         see. He seemed to be sitting on somebody.
     

      
      ‘Ow, you little animal,’ he said. ‘Did you bite me?’

      
      ‘Leave her alone,’ snapped the driver, turning around to look over her shoulder as she tried to back out of the motorcycle
         rack.
     

      
      A small voice came from the back seat. ‘Help! Help!’

      
      ‘Who’s that?’ said Roksana nervously.

      
      ‘Shut up, kid. We’re going to take care of you, but quit biting.’

      
      ‘Help! I don’t want to go with them. I want my mother!’

      
      The others answered her with a chorus of:

      
      ‘You can’t have your mother, stupid. You don’t want your mother. Your mother’s psycho just like all of them.’ And so forth.

      
      Roksana peered into the car and she could just make out part of a face, and hair in cornrows with little white beads. Terrified.

      
      ‘I think I know that kid,’ she lied to the kid leaning out of the rear window. ‘I could take care of her if you want.’

      
      
      ‘Help, help me! They’re hurting me!’

      
      ‘We’re not hurting you, we’re saving your life you stupid baby.’

      
      ‘Do you know this lady?’

      
      Lady?
     

      
      ‘Yeah, I know her, she lives in my building,’ the girl said. So she knew how to lie, too.

      
      ‘Let her out,’ Roksana commanded. ‘I’ll take care of her. Can’t you see you’re just scaring her?’

      
      Somebody from the trunk said, ‘Ditch the biter, she’s trouble. Let’s go. We can’t waste no more time. Look at that shit.’

      
      Exclamations in Spanish as what could only be described as a herd of people came out of a McDonald’s a block or so away. They
         moved stupidly, like silent cattle. They bumped into things and into each other.
     

      
      ‘Look the fuck at them.’

      
      ‘It’s night of the living Fred.’

      
      ‘How we gonna get through that?’

      
      Boarder Boy said, ‘Leave it to me.’

      
      ‘No way,’ said the driver. ‘You can go ahead and move cars out of my way, but I’m not gonna let you go just shooting people.’

      
      ‘Yeah, and we don’t have enough ammo,’ said a girl in the back.

      
      Boarder Boy looked disappointed.

      
      ‘They’re not coming this way, anyway,’ the driver said. ‘Come on, let’s go before something else happens. Let’s go before
         the bombers get here.’
     

      
      ‘Bombers?’ said Roksana, picturing terrorists with fertilizer bombs.

      
      ‘Yeah, the National Guard is coming in.’

      
      ‘Let me out!’ screamed the little girl. The rear passenger door opened and she was more or less tossed out. She was about
         six, sobbing her eyes out.
     

      
      
      ‘I want my mother.’ The words came out garbled by tears. She already sounded defeated.

      
      ‘I know how you feel,’ Roksana said. ‘It’s really scary getting separated from your mom. Do you want me to help you find her?’

      
      The girl gulped and nodded. Roksana took her hand. She was wearing a Spiderman wristwatch.

      
      ‘I’m Rocky. What’s your name?’

      
      ‘Elsa.’

      
      The Lincoln’s engine revved and it roared off down the road.

      
      ‘Hey!’ Roksana yelled. The Lincoln went a couple of blocks and then Roksana saw the rear brake lights come on. There were
         cars blocking the road – abandoned vehicles, probably, like the ones she’d been seeing all over town. Or vehicles with their
         owners just sitting inside, glassy-eyed.
     

      
      Boarder Boy came gliding around the back of the Lincoln and stopped when he got to the Neon. He pointed the rifle through
         the driver’s side window. Roksana went to cover Elsa’s eyes, but Elsa had buried her face in Roksana’s side anyway.
     

      
      The driver of the Neon got out. She moved like an old person or an invalid. The skateboarder shoved her out of the way and
         got in the car himself. He gunned the engine, steered it out of the way of the Lincoln, and switched it off. Then he got out
         and grabbed the fender of the Lincoln as it rumbled past him, and the kids all sailed on until they reached the next obstruction.
     

      
      Roksana breathed a sigh of relief that nobody had been shot.

      
      The woman who had been the driver of the Neon wandered down the sidewalk for a little way. Then she stopped as if she’d just
         thought of something important. She took her sunglasses off and dropped them on the ground and stepped on them. Then she walked
         away. Then she went back and stepped on them again. Roksana frowned. Roksana watched this happen a couple more times before
         she realized Elsa had wandered away, still sniffling.
     

      
      
      ‘Hey! Come back here, kid!’

      
      ‘I have to find my mother!’

      
      Roksana ran after Elsa. How could she make the kid stay?

      
      ‘Please don’t leave me by myself. I’ll help you find your mother, but keep me company until then, OK?’

      
      Elsa sighed. She was still taking shuddering breaths after all that crying, and Roksana held her until her breathing settled,
         like an ebbing tide.
     

      
      ‘It’ll be OK,’ Roksana whispered. ‘Hang in there. Things can’t go on like this for long.’

      
      Like she believed that.

       

 
   
      Desperado

 

 
   
      
      
      You Can Call Me Al

      
      Impossible to know how the shined-up man got past the Silver Brush checkpoint on Highway 6. By all logic he should have been
         shot. How he got the Honda CRC out of gas-deprived Los Sombres was another mystery. The guy couldn’t even steer, because at
         2:26 pm on 17 July 2006 – only hours before the first missile strikes – he crashed it in the drive of the Triple Cross Ranch.
     

      
      The drive was a mile long and it arrowed toward the mountain in whose shadow the house was set. At that hour the sky reached
         in all directions, empty synthetic blue. Crackly shadows delineated the edges of every wrinkle on the mountain, rendering
         the scene in unreal 2D. Nothing moved. All the world a photograph as the Honda, puttering along at 25 mph with its lights
         on, veered to the left and crunched the post-and-rail fence that Pavarotti had just finished repairing. The vehicle proceeded
         a little way into the field, dragging some of the fence, and then stalled.
     

      
      Xavier had been up at the house when he heard the fence go. He dropped the dog-eared copy of Western Rider on his bed and made his way outside. When he saw the Honda, he broke into a run. Even so, Pavarotti and Les got there before
         him. By the time Xavier skidded to a stop, Pavarotti’d taken off his Stetson and was scratching his balding head as he stood
         back from the driver splayed across the airbag.
     

      
      ‘He don’t seem hurt, but he’s out cold,’ Les offered.

      
      Xavier slipped around Pavarotti. The man behind the wheel looked about forty. He was dark and hairy with strong Caspian Sea
         features, dressed in a clean red Polo shirt and freshly-pressed khakis. The cool of the Honda’s A/C drifted out of the car
         carrying the smell of leather and breath mints.
     

      
      Xavier looked at the gas gauge.

      
      ‘Three quarters,’ he said. ‘Which way’d he come from?’

      
      Pavarotti shrugged. Pavarotti never talked; since the shine fucked with his brain he only sang Italian opera. Hence the nickname.

      
      ‘Didn’t notice, kid,’ Les translated.

      
      Xavier shook his head. There was no point in saying, ‘How the fuck can you not notice a car coming up the road for the first time in months when you’re standing right there?’ because Les would just say something about some Astros game happened back in 2004 and Pavarotti would turn his head to
         one side and spit in a vain attempt to act like Doug. So Xavier went around to the passenger side and checked the glove compartment.
         The GPS would be useless under signal quarantine, but he found an AAA map of the city with a route highlighted from the interstate
         exit 17 to the reservation border, just up the road from here.
     

      
      Xavier checked the man’s pulse. Sixty-something. The man’s eyes fluttered beneath closed lids. Xavier peeled one eyelid back
         and the man’s feedback light emitted a feeble beam in the afternoon sunshine. American Dream insignia. Top of the line, and
         the beam lacked an alphanumeric. Probably custom.
     

      
      Through the windshield Xavier could see more people coming. Hopi weavers. The day men. Refugee women running after a gaggle of kids. Place was like a disturbed anthill. Doug and his son Rex were riding up from the main road, their
         horses in a hard sweat.
     

      
      Xavier got out of the car. He saw Chumana break into a run, leaving the rest of the crowd at the top of the drive. Xavier
         tried to think where his mother would be at this hour, but it was hard to look at Chumana and think about anything else at
         the same time. Her legs ate up the ground with long, easy strides. Her nipples always seemed to be hard under whatever she
         was wearing – today, a Black Eyed Peas T-shirt she had outgrown. She came to a breathless halt and looked down at him. She
         had a wide face with high cheekbones, swollen lips and a flat, perfectly symmetrical nose. She also had black eyes that seemed
         to draw Xavier in; those eyes saw a boy.
     

      
      She would always see a boy, because that’s what he would always fucking be. Short, skinny, immature.

      
      ‘Take a look at his feeds,’ Xavier said before she could ask any questions.

      
      She shot him a horrified look. ‘Is he – is he alive?’

      
      ‘Yeah, yeah, he’s alive. Quick, look at the feeds before Doug gets here.’

      
      Chumana crawled into the car. She moved the guy’s hair out of the way to check the sequin-sized feedback lights fitted to
         his forehead.
     

      
      ‘They’re American Dream,’ she said.

      
      ‘Yeah, I know, but—’

      
      ‘Wait a second. There’s no – did you see a series code?’

      
      ‘No. That’s what I—’

      
      ‘Xavier, get in here.’

      
      Xavier crawled into the passenger seat. He was practically on top of her. Her black hair smelled of Breck. A confusion of
         hoof-beats sounded on the driveway.
     

      
      ‘Look at that!’ She pointed to the edge of the illumination. ‘Did you ever see that signature before?’

      
      
      ‘No,’ Xavier said. ‘Maybe we should look for some ID. He could be somebody important.’

      
      He opened the glove compartment. There were no registration documents.

      
      ‘Check his wallet.’

      
      But the guy didn’t have a wallet. Just as Xavier was trying to reach around to the guy’s back left pocket, the guy stirred
         and mumbled something. The roan flank of Doug’s horse appeared in the frame of the windshield. Doug dismounted and said something
         to Powaqa. Pavarotti put his hat back on.
     

      
      Xavier backed out of the car. Chumana stayed, examining the feedback beams.

      
      ‘Stall them,’ she hissed. ‘I think he’s a Rider.’

      
      ‘Time to stand back now, kids,’ Doug drawled, and Rex dismounted beside him. Rex shot a glance at Chumana and then at Xavier.
         He waggled his tongue. Xavier glared back.
     

      
      Doug said, ‘We tracked him from the interstate. Driving like an old lady. If he’s coming from the city he could be rigged
         up any which way.’
     

      
      Chumana came out of the car and started talking quietly to Powaqa, who was her great-aunt. The other women formed a loose
         circle around the two. Melanie broke away after a minute and hobbled over to the car.
     

      
      ‘We’d better get him inside,’ Melanie said. She was a big woman and most people didn’t argue with her. She leaned into the
         car and satisfied herself that it was all right to move the guy. ‘Come on. We’ll put him on this sheet.’
     

      
      Melanie used to be a doctor. Luckily, the Fall hadn’t had much effect on her professional knowledge, even if it had done …
         other things. Xavier started to help her but Powaqa called him away.
     

      
      ‘Come with me, Xavier. I need help getting the big pot out of the cave.’

      
      
      Xavier offered Melanie an apologetic glance and went with Powaqa.

      
      ‘What’s the pot for?’ he asked.

      
      ‘We’ll cook him and eat him,’ Powaqa said.

      
      ‘Are you doing medicine?’

      
      She answered his question with one of her own. ‘Is he a Rider, Xavier?’

      
      ‘Chumana thinks so.’

      
      ‘Well, that’s pretty interesting. Come on, you catch one of those mules.’

      
      It was always a production when Powaqa decided to do a medicine ceremony. The big pot had to be kept in a cave up on the hill
         behind the house, and the only way to get it in and out was by mule. Xavier had never argued with Powaqa about the practicality
         of this because Powaqa was a member of the Hopi nation, some kind of medicine woman supposedly, and if she was willing to
         help the refugees that was good enough for Xavier. But the big pot was always a pain in the ass.
     

      
      The two of them had just harnessed the mule and started to walk it past the garage when Xavier’s mother came running up, trailing
         her knitting. Her face was flushed and she looked so unexpectedly pretty that he almost didn’t recognize her.
     

      
      ‘Who is it? Who’s in the car?’

      
      ‘Mom,’ Xavier said, going towards her and holding out his hands. ‘It’s not him. It’s not Dad.’

      
      ‘Are you sure? Are you sure he’s not in the back?’ And she threw her head desperately to one side, trying to look past Xavier
         and make eye contact with Powaqa, who sorrowfully shook her head.
     

      
      ‘He’s coming back to us. I know he is.’

      
      ‘Mom, it’s not him.’

      
      She let go of Xavier’s hands, deflated. She seemed to shrink and lose colour right before his eyes. In the old days, Xavier’s
         mother had put on all the little fake affectations that adults had. Before the Fall she would have made some effort to hide her disappointment. Now she could hide nothing. Emotions passed right
         across her face. Shine complexes, too, but then she was one of the lucky ones. She was alive.
     

      
      Xavier’s father was not. He had been among many victims of the Fall who had suffered PCP-style flip-out and eventual defenestration
         from the seventeenth floor of the office building where he worked. Xavier had heard about it from a girl in his class who
         had seen it on a YouTube download smuggled into the quarantine perimeter by Sam Ghost Money Power.
     

      
      He hadn’t told his mother. Maybe it was cruel to let her go on hoping her cheating man might show up one day, begging forgiveness.
         Maybe it was selfish. Because if she knew Xavier’s dad was gone, she might try something suicidal herself. And even though
         she was crazy, Xavier needed her to not be dead.
     

      
      Powaqa gave Xavier the mule’s lead. Then she took Xavier’s mother’s hands and said, ‘Rosa, we’re going to need a lot of wood
         for the medicine fire.’
     

      
      Powaqa had a face like the land itself: dark and guttered with dry channels, a tearless expanse of sadness. She was old. Her
         teeth were long and curved, and her mouth trembled when she was thinking. Eyes: like caves with lakes in them. She blinked
         slowly. You knew right away when you first talked to her that she was artless. She never tried to fake you out.
     

      
      Xavier’s mother nodded, like a doll. Tears welled in her eyes and she blinked them away.

      
      ‘Wood,’ she repeated. ‘OK. I’ll just put away my knitting.’

      
      She went back to the house. The receiving blanket she was knitting for her imaginary baby dragged in the dust after her. Powaqa
         turned towards the mountain and kept walking, expecting Xavier to follow. And he did.
     

    

 
   
      
      
      You May Be Right

      
      The big pot sang a little when Xavier ran his fingers along the edge, like a bell. It came out of the cave on his shoulders.
         He staggered under its weight.
     

      
      Powaqa retrieved the other ceremonial objects, including the mirrors, the mushrooms, the red envelopes full of cash, and her
         own purple top hat. Then she helped Xavier load the pot on to the mule. It was a cauldron, really, left over from some promotional
         event in Los Sombres; it even had ‘Harry Potter at El Duende Books’ stencilled on the bottom. They walked on either side of
         the mule until they reached Doug’s Jeep, parked just outside the corral where Powaqa trained mustangs. Together they heaved
         the pot out into the back of the Jeep.
     

      
      ‘We’ll hold the medicine at sunset,’ Powaqa said. ‘Tell Chumana to be ready.’

      
      She walked with him back to the house, but instead of going inside to see what was happening with John Doe, she returned to
         the corral and whistled for Bob Newhart. Several alpacas came hopefully to the fence, but they got out of the way when Bob
         trotted up. Powaqa slid from the top rail on to Bob’s back and rode off.
     

      
      
      Xavier stood by the barn feeling unreal. Horses stood quietly drinking at the trough, only their tails moving. The horsemen
         were throwing hay down and speculating as to the events that had brought John Doe to the ranch.
     

      
      ‘Gotta be outsider. Car’s too perfect,’ Les said, taking some tobacco out of his back pocket.

      
      ‘Outsiders don’t pass out at the wheel,’ Doug said. ‘No military escort, so he ain’t no journalist. Dude’s from the city.’

      
      ‘If he is, he been through some shit. Want to watch him.’

      
      Doug took a pinch of tobacco from the tin Pavarotti offered. ‘I aim to.’

      
      Xavier felt Doug looking at him. He didn’t let Doug catch his eye because then he’d end up doing all Doug’s work while Doug
         got drunk. Instead, he took a bag of charcoal from the store and headed up to the house.
     

      
      Melanie was examining the strange man on the kitchen table, humming tunelessly as she prodded him. She was convinced everything
         bad was her own fault, and she sang because she thought this was the only way to fix things. But she had no sense of pitch.
     

      
      ‘He’s not a corpse,’ Xavier said. ‘Kitchen table’s kinda hard.’

      
      He spoke softly, but Melanie snapped her head around with that wild-eyed look of hers. She never seemed to sweat, so her deep
         brown skin had a matte look, with purple undertones. Her voice was deeper than Xavier’s.
     

      
      ‘I didn’t do this to him, did I? Did I hurt him?’

      
      Chumana, taking Pop Tarts from the toaster, spoke in a tone that had been practised to soothe.

      
      ‘You’re a doctor. You’re trying to help him. We don’t know what happened. Do you know what shine he’s under?’

      
      Melanie seemed to be thinking. Xavier ducked around Chumana to take a Pop Tart. The man on the table stirred.

      
      ‘I need help,’ he said. ‘I need medicine. I need the Rider.’

      
      Then he started choking. Xavier flinched. There was a tension in the man’s body, the kind of tension Xavier had seen many times back in Los Sombres when the Fall first started.
         It came from pain. Control on the verge of failing.
     

      
      Melanie leaned over the stricken man. There were scars up and down her arms. When singing didn’t work, Melanie cut herself.

      
      ‘There are no more Riders,’ she whispered. ‘What do you think the Fall was all about?’

      
      The man tried to sit up, but she planted her hand in the middle of his chest. She wore a lot of rings. As she shone her pocket
         flashlight in his eyes his feeds came on brighter. He said, ‘I failed. But there’s still a chance. Please. Who do the horses
         belong to?’
     

      
      He had some kind of East Coast accent. New York or something.

      
      ‘I have this strong urge …’ Melanie said.

      
      Chumana and Xavier looked at each other. Xavier looked at the knife block. Chumana opened her mouth to say something, but
         then Melanie said, ‘—to help you’ and Chumana subsided.
     

      
      ‘What’s that you’re trying to send?’ Melanie asked. The Rider’s feedback light was stuttering wildly. His eyes rolled back
         and for a moment it looked like he was going to lose consciousness again; then he seemed to recover. Melanie got in his face
         again and made him focus.
     

      
      ‘So where’s your Feynman?’ she asked conversationally. ‘It might help me figure out what gremlin’s got you.’

      
      He didn’t seem to hear her. He was now peering into her face as if trying to recognize her. Searching for something in her
         expression and her feeds.
     

      
      ‘Have you heard “The Lamplighter’s Serenade”?’ he gasped.

      
      Melanie frowned. ‘Do you mean FallN? I’m not loaded for that. Out here, we don’t respond to the call.’

      
      
      ‘You should be,’ said the stranger. ‘FallN would improve your … problem. Nothing personal. The throwing muses, for example.’

      
      Xavier thought, So, he’s a fucking radical.
     

      
      FallN was a radio DJ who operated guerrilla-style from the ruins. She insinuated that her broadcasts were coded to be understood
         by the shined. She urged resistance to external control. Nobody knew who she was or why she did it; Doug said she was probably
         heavily shined herself. Her voice was heard almost every day, but nobody had ever seen her. Rex had drawn a cartoon of her
         based on her voice: Grace Jones with big muscles, ammunition slung across her chest and an automatic weapon in one hand, a
         walkie-talkie in the other. Wraparound shades. Plus roller blades. Hot pants. Biceps. And a Mohawk. She would kill you in
         your sleep. FallN walked around with subjugation beams strapped to her back so you’d be enslaved before you could think of
         jumping her from behind. She fucked Rottweilers. She might even be a cannibal.
     

      
      ‘I could help you get shined for FallN,’ the man said. His glance included Chumana, lingered on her. Xavier flashed the wish
         that the car had been going faster when it hit the fence.
     

      
      ‘Shit, he’s like some kind of shiny Jehovah’s Witness,’ Chumana said.

      
      Melanie wrapped her blood pressure gauge around the guy’s arm and laughed.

      
      ‘You keep your lights off Chumana. She’s Hopi. They have their own ways.’

      
      The man looked at Chumana like she was a ghost. He began to shake.

      
      ‘Do you train horses?’ he said.

      
      ‘All the horses belong to Pavarotti,’ Melanie said. ‘And he doesn’t talk. What do you want with a horse? The Honda you were
         driving isn’t even dented.’
     

      
      
      ‘It’s like wildfire,’ he replied. ‘Circa 1975. You must have heard it. Tearjerker.’

      
      ‘I don’t do country,’ Melanie sang. ‘And I wasn’t even born.’

      
      ‘You too, then. About drowning.’

      
      ‘Orgasm and oxygen deprivation? Does nothing for me.’ Her voice dropped into the bass range. She really, really couldn’t sing.

      
      Chumana nudged Xavier in the ribs.

      
      ‘Does this guy squick you?’ She whispered so close to his ear that a shiver ran down his body. He tried to shrug non-comittally,
         but it came off more like a convulsion. As an afterthought, she handed him a blueberry Pop Tart.
     

      
      Xavier bit into it and turned on the CB. He sat on the kitchen counter and listened in to the so-called traffic report. All
         it was, was a bunch of burnouts who sat around drinking and keeping track of cars going in and out of Los Sombres. Because
         there were so few of these, mostly you heard burnouts talking about the latest Astros game or exchanging fish stories about
         people they claimed to have met in prison.
     

      
      But at least burnouts weren’t disabled, like the adults on the ranch. Take Chumana’s dad, who could only see out of his left
         eye; his right eye saw the same Portuguese art film with subtitles, over and over again. Take Xavier’s mother with her knitting.
         The Fall had left all of them trapped by mental patterns they couldn’t escape. That would be Xavier, without Kiss, because
         sooner or later he would encounter a dangerous strand of lightborn.
     

      
      Unless something big happened. And it was about time something did.

      
      Chumana murmured, ‘This guy has to be a Rider, Xavier. Did you see those feeds? If he really came from town, how did he survive?’

      
      ‘We got to figure what to say to Doug.’

      
      
      ‘We won’t say anything until after the medicine.’

      
      The medicine. Even the word was bitter.

      
      ‘You don’t have to do the medicine,’ he said. But Chumana pretended she hadn’t heard.

      
      A man’s voice, high and cracking, good ole boy style, chanted: ‘Breaker 7, this is Mellow Jack at the country club. I just heard over on 19 Arrow Rose seen a Honda drive by this morning.
            She didn’t tell nobody ’cos she fell asleep. Arrow Rose, you there? Over.’
     

      
      Static.

      
      ‘Naw, she probably fell asleep again. She saw a Honda down-town in a clearway. Civilian car, coming from town, in the occupied
            zone. You know, they’re moving in on us, but car slipped through. Over.’
     

      
      Xavier grabbed the mic and broke in. ‘Breaker, Lone Rhino here, Mellow Jack. What colour? Over.’
     

      
      ‘How you doin’, Lone Rhino? I think she said burgundy. Over.’
     

      
      Chumana and Xavier raised eyebrows at each other. The CRC was burgundy. ‘Do you know what clearway, Mellow Jack? Over.’
     

      
      ‘Arrow usually hang by the hospital. Them Angels give out freebies sometimes. Over.’
     

      
      Xavier asked a few more questions but Mellow Jack didn’t know anything more. He signed off.

      
      Xavier tuned back in to Melanie and the man. They were still conversing, but it was more like knights jousting, badly. They
         made passes at each other and swept by without landing blows. They couldn’t connect and ended up sounding like refrigerator
         poetry.
     

      
      ‘I decoupled the best yellow provocation.’
     

      
      ‘But I told her not to order the sole. The guard musta emulated schadenfreude’s knees.’
     

      
      ‘If you caught Bruce Lee smoking a pressgang, would you give me a greyhound nightstick?’
     

      
      
      ‘Those are some there feedback lights you got,’ Xavier interrupted. The man stared at him. If he was a Rider, he would be
         working to identify Xavier’s feedback beam. But Xavier didn’t have one of those. The man’s eyebrows drew together.
     

      
      ‘I’m Xavier. What’s your name?’

      
      Pause. ‘John. John Doe. Yeah, that’s what you have to call me.’

      
      Xavier laughed. ‘You’re funny, man. That’s what they call dead people.’

      
      ‘I know. Are you the horse trainer?’

      
      ‘Well … not really …’ Xavier was learning from Powaqa. ‘Why do you want—’

      
      Melanie interjected, ‘Alaska?’

      
      John Doe nodded. ‘Utter darkness.’

      
      ‘You may be right,’ sang Melanie. ‘I may be—’

      
      Xavier cut in. ‘You been Riding since the Fall, John?’

      
      But John Doe just looked at his feet and said, ‘Crazy.’

      
      Nobody spoke. Xavier had a weird feeling of having just missed something, of an idea buzzing past his ear like a wild baseball
         pitch. In that moment he smelled burning pop tarts and he heard somebody on the CB say, ‘—bulldog amplifier I always—’ and he noticed that Chumana had an ugly mole on the back of her neck where her hair’d been swept to one side. Then the
         screen door squealed as Doug came in, chucking his hat on the draining board and planting his hands on his hips. Whatever
         the idea had been, it was gone.
     

      
      John Doe stepped towards Doug, extending his hand. ‘Hi. Pleased to meet you. Are you the horse trainer?’

      
      Then he doubled over, coughing wildly and swatting at the air in front of his face. Like he just swallowed a bee.

      
      Doug looked at Xavier ‘We got a friend or foe here?’ he said.

      
      Xavier tried to block off Doug’s access to the stranger without being confrontational about it. Which was hard, because Doug
         took most anything for confrontation.
     

      
      
      ‘Doug, can I talk to you?’

      
      Doug jerked his head outside and Xavier followed him. ‘What’s the deal, kid?’

      
      ‘I don’t know. He seems to be going in and out of it. Like Melanie.’

      
      Doug snorted. ‘How’d he get past the outpost? He could be military. Could be a spy.’

      
      Oh, not the paranoia again. Xavier shook his head. He was desperate to get Doug off the guy’s case, but he had to front the
         thing or Doug would call him pussy-whipped and maybe kick his ass just for laughs, you never knew.
     

      
      Xavier said, ‘I been trying to track the vehicle on the CB. Powaqa wants to hold medicine tonight, and I figure, let’s just
         humour her, right? See what we can find out meanwhile.’
     

      
      Doug turned his head aside and spat. He loved all that cowboy shit, and he had a big cock that lay in his jeans like something
         asleep and pleased with itself.
     

      
      ‘I got nothing against Powaqa’s medicine. But I want to know why this guy comes here of all places.’

      
      Doug had been burned out by the military penal system, years ago. Because of some shit he’d done when he was in the Army,
         some crime in Afghanistan. Burning out made you insensitive to scripts, but it also damaged your brain. Doug came out paranoid.
         He thought the government were coming for him to do tests on him. Maybe even to turn him gay. And he wasn’t listening to anybody
         else’s version of events. You had to agree with him about certain things, no matter how irrational. If you didn’t, you were
         in trouble.
     

      
      So Xavier said the only safe thing you could ever say, which was, ‘Yeah. I get it. I hear what you’re saying.’

      
      ‘OK, little guy. Guess we see eye to eye on this, right?’

      
      ‘Sure, Doug.’

      
      ‘Gonna strip the vehicle down for bugs. Satnav’s shot but he might have already transmitted.’

      
      
      ‘Why would anybody want to spy on us?’

      
      ‘Because they’re bastards who don’t want nobody to make a buck, that’s why. I don’t believe our boy lived two years in that
         town. Guy with feeds like that, he should’ve been out of there in the first few days. You know what I’m talking about?’
     

      
      ‘Uh …?’ Xavier pretended he didn’t understand the implications. But it was obvious. Doug knew the guy was a Rider. And any
         Rider living in Los Sombres during the Fall should have had his IQ reduced to cauliflower proportions by now, because no one
         could survive in the Field since the renegade lightborns got loose. Doug was doing well in the quarantine zone, where rough
         justice ruled the day. Doug would not be interested in helping the Rider, who was by definition an agent of the lightborn
         establishment.
     

      
      Xavier wondered what Doug would say when he found out John Doe was on FallN’s side, resisting the military occupation of Los
         Sombres. Doug had been known to remark that he thought FallN was one scary bitch and if she ever showed up here, he’d take
         her out with a high-powered rifle before she could whip out her microphone.
     

      
      And the problem with Doug was, he meant what he said. Most people were all talk? Well, not Doug.

      
      Doug turned his head again and this time his brown spittle was shot through with sunlight.

      
      ‘There’s something not right about the guy. I’ll tell you one thing. I won’t let him walk out of here. That’s a fact.’

      
      Xavier made an effort to steady his voice in case it started to crack.

      
      ‘My mom’s pretty upset. She saw the car and hoped it was my dad. I better go find her.’

      
      ‘Don’t forget to take your Kiss.’ Xavier must have made a face, because Doug added, ‘Hey! You think it’s a drag still looking
         like a twelve-year-old? If you’d seen the shit I’ve seen in Los Sombres, you’d be popping kisspeptin inhibitors every five minutes just to keep safe from shine. Be glad you’re a kid. Stay that way.’
     

      
      Xavier put his head down and his hands in his pockets as he moved past Doug. He braced himself for the obligatory male-bonding
         noogie or punch in the shoulder as he went past, but for once, Doug didn’t touch him.
     

      
      You had to be grateful for the little things.

    

 
   
      
      
      Medicine

      
      Xavier didn’t go to see his mother. He went to the corral and sat on the fence in his usual spot, waiting.

      
      Powaqa was out working a horse. She called it that, even though it didn’t look much like work. It was true that sometimes
         she rode out, using natural obstacles like clumps of brush or trees to teach the horse to circle tight, or to spin out, or
         any of the other fancy moves that cow horses needed to know. But most times to work a horse she didn’t even get on his back.
         She just took the horse out on the land for long walks. No bridle, no halter; just her and the horse with a piece of twine
         tied around his neck. And of course, her flashlight. Powaqa’s flashlight was legend among horse trainers; she could shine
         the wildest mustang to discipline.
     

      
      Xavier knew that Powaqa had been working a temporary contract at Pavarotti’s ranch when the Fall went down, but her family
         lived up in Black Mesa. She was on the tribal council. She had options. But when the Fall hit, Powaqa didn’t walk away from
         the ranch. She stayed and worked with the victims of shine. Why Powaqa wanted to work salvage horses and put up with refugees
         for no pay, nobody knew. By way of explanation, Chumana had once told Xavier that Indians liked freaks and weirdos and even regarded them as sacred. Xavier didn’t
         know if she was pulling his leg or not.
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