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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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Hidden by high clouds and moving at a roaring clip, the three agents inside the aircraft man their stations. The first, the pilot, keeps them on course. The second and arguably most important keeps an eye on their geographical position, scanning for cemeteries three miles below. The third, currently without a task, twiddles his thumbs and stares out the window pondering how the word “cloud” was invented. Cloud. Cuh-lowd. What a weird word.


The flight suits of all three are covered with sigils and runes and alchemical symbols. Each wears a set of deer antlers glued to their helmet. Not by choice, mind you. It’s just the uniform, comes with the job.


Receiving a nod from the first agent watching the gridded world on his screen, the third agent now eagerly unbuckles himself from his seat, draws a pentagram in the air with his index finger as he stands, and steps into the tail section of the aircraft. He opens a refrigerated drawer, a plume of steam fogging his visor, and he bends to peer in. With a long, quad-knuckled finger he skims through the neat rows of vials within. Each is marked with a hand-written name and separated into two columns—a rough colloquial translation from the agents’ language: TOP PERFORMERS and TOTAL FUCK-UPS.


The agent pauses, having forgotten since takeoff some hours ago which employee is next. Slightly embarrassed, he leans his head into the main compartment. “Uh, brother, who’s up again?”


The one watching the grid sighs. “Zilch. Unfortunately.”


“Do we really want him on this, brother? Do you remember how things went sending him after the Insatiable?”


The map-watching agent shrugs, his jumpsuit making a crunchy sound. “He’s up to bat. We can’t skip him again. But do hurry. I’ve got a useable grave coming up, brother.”


“Yes, brother.” The third agent returns to the drawer—his steps knock crooked when they rumble over some turbulence—and skims down to the very bottom of the total fuck-up category, removes the appropriate vial, and gives it a shake, which he’s always been told helps to wake the employee inside, currently in jelly form.


He clicks the glass tube containing the yellow fluid into a needle cartridge and carefully carries it over with both hands to load the Employee Delivery Module into the cannon at the tail section of the craft. He kneels to peer into the cannon’s adjacent monitor, tweaking the crosshairs to settle them over the grave scudding by far below, helpfully marked with a big red X by the map-watching agent.


His brother, up front, barks over the intercom: “Fire when ready, brother.”


“Good luck, employee,” the agent whispers when the crosshairs and red X align. He squeezes the cannon’s trigger and a thunderous crack trumpets the employee’s departure. The agent moves quickly to watch from the side window the powdery line marking the rocket’s trip as it screams across the sky in a long, high arc. Then it vanishes through the clouds, hurtling meteor-fast toward its destination.


The Employee Delivery Module punches through the cirrus nimbuses and down into a bright sunny morning waiting beneath, toward the grave. It breaks the sound barrier twice. Twenty yards, ten, five, and it pierces the world with a muted thud, the dirt only slowing the needle-tipped rocket a fraction. Roaring through five feet of dirt, rocks, worms, and tree roots in an instant, the module continues to advance. The coffin lid gives minor resistance but the rocket, equipped for this exactly this type of obstruction, sprouts a corkscrew and bores. Wood chips fly up and away and dirt pours onto the well-dressed corpse inside. The determined EDM has, at last, broken through. Its needle pieces the corpse’s chest with a fwap, finding purchase between two gray ribs. It injects the yellow employee fluid into its new vessel and some seriously heavy metal imagery takes place as the body begins to convulse with new life. Hands ball into bony fists and jaws part to silently scream. The employee is being born again in essence, soul finding meat and weird science making things get gooey again, where, previously, there’d only been dust.


In the aircraft, already several miles from the drop-zone, a green light winks on and all three agents, behind their rune-scrawled visors, smile as one. They will go out tonight, for drinks and to celebrate a successful delivery, their job well done. Meanwhile under the table, far from their bosses’ prying eyes, they will make bets on the employee’s likelihood of success. Saelig Zilch’s odds don’t look so hot.
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The corpse’s first breath is distinctly soil-flavored. And with the realization that, yet again, he’s woken up under-fucking-ground, he begins franticly scrambling for the surface, clawing at the dirt, with hands that are not his.


Punching through the surface, he gulps in fresh air with a guttural reverse-roar. It’s so bright up here it makes the back of his eyes scream. His vision is at first nothing but a kaleidoscope of mending cones and rods, but with each blink he has a better view of his surroundings, and he eventually realizes he wasn’t so far off to begin with: surrounding him are nothing but granite head stones and weeds. Not the nicest graveyard he’s ever been reborn into.


Still in the cheap black suit his borrowed carbon had been buried in, Saelig Zilch grabs at handfuls of grass around him, and tearing them out by the roots as he tries to pull the rest of his body free. It is a slow process; the muscles in his new body are atrophied and it wouldn’t be easy for anyone to dig themselves out from under several feet of compacted ground. But soon enough he is out, and crawls away to secure some distance from the grave in an awkward scuttle, afraid of sliding back in—because that’s happened before. And what’s worse than dragging yourself out of a grave? Doing it from the same one twice.


With each ragged pull of the humid air, his lungs wheeze as they repair themselves—the vessel, what remains of it, tailoring to him. Cells rebuild. The nanobugs assimilate or recombinate or whatever the scientific term is—overwriting the DNA of the poor sap who died and looking more and more with each passing moment like Saelig Zilch.


The skin, what the body has left, almost immediately begins to lose its chalkiness for a healthier hue. His eyes balloon back up to refill the sockets, blank white one blink, blue-blue the next. His hair becomes an inky black with twin shocks of silver on the temples, as it had been when he’d last been alive. All of this, mind you, hurts a great deal.


Zilch lies on his back, drops his chin to his chest, and notices the rocket-powered syringe still harpooned in his chest rocking back and forth with each labored breath. He has to use both hands to draw the needle from his new body—it’s at least eight inches long and he swears he feels it pop free from his spine, giving him a flash of pain when it dislodges.


He studies the side of the gizmo. A screen flashes delivery complete twice and goes dark. There is a switch on the side—it’s currently set to DELIVER, the other ABORT. He’ll need to hang on the needle for later—this is far from his first rodeo—so he pockets the module and peers down inside his shirt to watch as the puncture wound fills in, making a sound like someone blowing a bubble as it closes.


Things inside him click, crunch, squeak, and gurgle. His teeth reset like a player piano with sticky keys. It gets quiet once things settle, complete, and all he can hear, then, is the machinegun chorale of the cicadas in the trees and grass around him, the sound thunderously loud to his new eardrums.


He sits up and raises a one-finger salute to the sky. “Made it, assholes.”


The inner ear of the formerly-interred gives Zilch a seasick kick once he’s standing. One step, then another, tottering like a gin-dipped toddler.


Down the path of the cemetery he goes, wavering, his black suede loafers crunching on top of the walkway gravel. He admires the glint on some of the newer headstones as he passes, the marble of many is still fresh and the carved lettering sharp. A few of the names chime something in him, faraway. And those dates, birth and death. He tries to ignore the nagging feeling of déjà vu. Memories are just stains, and no matter how many times he does it, being reborn is like waking suddenly from a bizarre dream, and it can take some time to shake his head of the fragments bouncing around inside.


He pops the collar of the burial suit’s jacket, a mannerism that feels full of fake bravado even to him, as if he’s trying to convince himself, This doesn’t bother me, not at all, just another day at the office. But thoughts continue to be triggered, his brain making damp clicks as vague memories surface, none of which he likes very much. He suddenly remembers how badly he’d botched the last job. How long ago that was is impossible say, because to Zilch the splice between the end of one job and the start of the next is indiscernible—he was screaming and bleeding to death not ten minutes ago, to his mind, then boom, he’d awoken in a different body, buried alive and still screaming, as if he’d snapped out of a dream and woken up in a new one. A nightmare loop.


Being eaten alive, that was a fail. And not a particularly positive memory to have lodged in his head. So he closes his eyes, sucks in his breath, trying to scramble his thoughts, to bury that one deep in his subconscious. He does, but immediately another one surfaces, horrifying in a completely different way: her face, her laugh, the color of her eyes and her hair and her cupid bow lips. It may still be a dream, or a memory of a dream, or even a dream made up of rearranged memories. But he suddenly remembers, for certain, that her name was Susanne. Her name was Susanne. Those assholes made sure to leave him that much.


“Her name was Susanne,” he says, the last recitation accidentally out loud.


But enough standing around in a graveyard muttering to yourself. You’re here to work, so get to it, he thinks grimly. Zilch has wasted plenty of jobs sitting around getting all philosophical already; it’s a dead-end. He scans his surroundings, squinting past the sun. Task numero uno: it’s good to figure out where the hell they dropped you.


Clues one and two appear to him over at the graveyard’s perimeter, where there are wildflowers beyond the fence, crowded on the grassy shoulder dividing the boneyard property from an unpaved country road. The raw dirt of said road is orange, just like that of the grave he’d crawled out of, iron-rich. Clue One.


Clue Two are the flowers. Zilch tests himself on what he remembers about plants. (They have no problem stealing his memories from his former life but leave the rest the parts of his brain filled with useless trivia. But who doesn’t like a dash of insult on their steaming hot injury, right?)


He remembers. That’s the gory, spiked head of … Bee Balm.


The buttery pastry on a stem: that’s Yellow Jessamine.


That triggers a strong memory of … salads. In particular, one he’s made for a wedding he’d worked as a caterer some years back, with Susanne. It was a salad with wildflowers and radicchio and grated carrots. It had been a big deal among gastronomical trend-followers. The bride had called herself a foodie (a term he and Susanne always hated) but had wanted something to represent her groom—a southern boy—and his roots. Virginia. That where the wedding had been, Virginia. Bee Balm and Yellow Jasmine grow in Virginia. It had been about as hot that day as it is today. Except then, Zilch had been sweating out the previous night’s bottom-shelf vodka. Now, he just stinks like turned earth—he picks a wad of it out of his ear.


So between Clue One and Clue Two he deduces: I’m somewhere down South.


But with the high number of conifers among the growth across the road, it’s can’t be too far south. The orange dirt he just scraped out of his ear helps narrows it down more.


Apparently his nanobugs have gotten his gray matter working well enough to produce a headache—the kind you might get when a dentist misses your mouth and opts for a frontal lobotomy instead of a sucker following a root canal. You know, for the LOLs.


He clutches his head, eyes watering, and turns with the pain as it shifts about his skull—from his left brow to over his right ear. A compass needle demanding to be followed.


Under the hot sun, Saelig Zilch follows the pain compass out the gate and onto the dirt road. Fuck my stupid un-life.
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The oscillating fan stands guard at the corner of the bed, droning, scanning right to left over Galavance’s frame. It was too hot last night for covers, or even a sheet. She’s in a Papa Roach T-shirt that’s been laundered so many times it looks shotgunned. Poking her finger like a mole through one of the many holes, she considers how much the shirt, which isn’t even hers but Jolby’s, feels like new pasta. Pasta. Pots and pans. Steam. Kitchen. Time clock. Late. “Shit.”


She doesn’t feel the hangover—didn’t even realize it’d been waiting, coiled inside her head—until she sits up. Blammo. Then she remembers the light dinner and a whole bottle of white zin Three Buck Chuck. She stares into the white plastic face of the fan, slowly shaking its head at her. Tsk, tsk. Galavance sits on the corner of the bed, begging the clawed thing in her skull to go away.


It’s sitting here, staring at her boyfriend’s hillocks of dirty clothes (sharing foothills with the mound of clean clothes, dangerously blending territories) that she spots something terribly honest. A pair of his tidy whiteys, crotch-out, with an earth-tone smudge the size of a thumb print driven deep into the fabric. It feels like the skidmark is looking at her.


Jolby keeps asking her to bring leftovers home from work, and she does it because she hates cooking, but Americanized French cuisine—with about ten times the necessary grease—does a serious number on her beau’s guts. Maybe Galavance needs to consider which is worse, cooking or doing his butt-burnout laundry.


This was nothing new to her. Soiled underwear, a flecks of orange on the bathroom wall where he’d missed lurching into the bathroom for a loud, three a.m. barf-a-thon, the fact he seems allergic to washing his dirty dishes. But when you’ve dated someone for going on damn near a decade—shrug—that’s just how they are, love it or lump it.


“Where else are you gonna go?” he says without saying. “We’ve been together forever.” Imprisonment marshaled with a banal, lazy fist. Partly his, partly hers. She could leave at any time. Could being the operative word there.


She’s still thinking about fists as she pours cereal into a coffee cup because it’s the only clean dish left in the place, wondering how sometimes—okay, often—she’d like to make another kind of fist and render Jolby’s head to skull-mulch. She considers how much it pleases her to think about this when she thinks of her hands, her fingers, picking up his shit-stained clothing sans jewelry, engagement or otherwise. Not even a cheap-ass pewter promise ring from Walmart.


I wouldn’t even care if it did turn my fingers green, I want something, she thinks.


That was what she would say, you know, if she cared that much. I’m a modern woman. I shouldn’t need that validation, that existence-confirmation, but at the same time, aren’t I fucking owed? I wash his underwear. And I don’t (often) complain.


Having eaten, Galavance steps into her work pants, slipping Jolby’s T-shirt off. She snaps a bra, and dons her work-issue polo with FRENCHY’S stitched onto the chest. She speedily tries working her white-blond hair into some semblance of a style before giving up opting for a simpler ponytail, then applies her makeup, hastily but with expertise.


Her purse is light forty bucks. Half her cigarettes are gone, too. Along with her lighter. Jolby, for a stoner, is an early riser. He’s been gone since before dawn.


With her embarrassingly out-of-date pay-as-you-go flip phone, Galavance punches in the number for work on its cracked screen while stepping out into the morning’s soul-burning heat. She tells her boss she’s going to be a few minutes late. Her boss, three years her junior, gives a moment of dead air. He’s probably shrugging and expecting her to divine that through the phone.


“Whatever,” he says at last. “But you remember Patty’s coming by today, right?”


Galavance’s eyes shoot wide. “What?” Whether it’s the news, the sudden heat pounding across her, or a combination of both, her stomach turns.


“Ch’yeah, man. Patty’s coming for the new test location menu items and shit. Said she was gonna make sure we’re, you know, on the ball. And shit.”


“You’re gonna be there, right?” she asks. Her boss is a fuck-up, the only one bigger than her at this particular location. He’ll soak up some of Patty’s rage for Galavance, if he’s there today. But he just laughs.


“Screw that. I called in. Have fun.”


She doesn’t say goodbye, just closes the phone and grinds her teeth. Goddamn it.


Stomping across the mildew-stained Astroturf carpeting the patio, she dances between the neighbor’s dog’s shit piles and beer cans land-mining the front yard, and hops in her bubblegum pink Cavalier. The dial thermometer hanging on the side of their double-wide says it’s eighty-three outside, but in the car it feels at least three times that. Galavance starts the car up and immediately mashes the switches to drop all four windows—one screams and shudders in its reluctant descent. She tests the wheel with exploratory pats. Cool enough. She backs out of the gravel driveway and drives down and out of the court, never bothering to acknowledge any of the octogenarians in their front yards, watering pathetic flowerbeds, even though they wave at her, denture teeth big as playing cards, too white, too widely presented.


Happy old people. Fuck ’em.


The Go-Go’s Greatest Hits has been stuck in her car’s CD player for months. Some days she doesn’t mind. But today the next track is “Skidmarks on My Heart.” She cannot help but shake her head—it’s too potent a coincidence.


With no time to stop for a coffee, she needs nicotine, ASAP. She feels around blindly for the goddamn lighter. Cup-holders, passenger seat, nope. She knows Kit Mitchell Road like the back of her hand. She’s confident she can look away for one little second.


Flame blessedly set to cig (the lighter had fallen under her seat), she glances up just long enough to register that there’s a pale man in a brown suit coming up fast, too fast to do anything but realize she’s going to plow into him and there’s no way to avoid it.


Tires scream. She screams. He screams. We all scream for vehicular manslaughter.


Thumpa-thump.


The Go-Go’s continue, trapped in the 80s on a spinning plastic disk, undisturbed by the collision. “Head over heels, no time to think …”


Hands automatically readjusting to ten and two, Galavance stares through the spiderwebbed windshield at the road ahead, now scattered with broken grille plastic. The headlight bracket rolls along like a coin on its edge. All she can say right now is “Oh,” over and over again. “Oh. Oh. Not good, not good.”


Then, as if her day couldn’t get any weirder, in the rear-view mirror, as if only suffering a minor ouchy, the man she’s hit (and not just clipped but bulldozed over) rises to his feet. The shoulder of his dark jacket flutters loosely, shredded. Tie askew, flopped over one shoulder. One side of his face is chewed and ribbed with bleeding road rash. Something skitters across his face—or is that the sunlight playing tricks on her?—and makes a beeline for the edge of the wound and either vanishes or … goes inside him?


“You kids have got to slow down out here,” he says, coming up next to the car, hardly limping.


“I’m—I’m sorry. I didn’t see you.”


“Well, thank God you didn’t do it intentionally.”


How is this possible? she thinks. I saw him spiral through the air like some kind of deathwish ballerina on malfunctioning spring-heels and now here he is … talking, walking, goddamn alive?


The man leans down to the window and looks at Galavance, still holding the wheel as if she’s about to edge over the big hill of a rollercoaster. “Are you okay?” he asks with raised eyebrows and chin down, the picture of uncertainty.


“I’m so sorry, mister. Hey, I mean, do you need a hospital?”


“Not necessary.” He coughs and frowns into his palm. Wiping whatever he brought up on a pant leg, he says, “Where are we?”


“Kit Mitchell Road.”


“But, North Carolina, right?”


“Yeah,” she says. As gently as if the man’s a shaken bottle of nitroglycerin, she asks, “Say, you sure you don’t wanna see a doctor?”


“I’m always this pale if that’s what you’re getting at. Even before—” he cuts himself off. He steps back from the car, hands on his hips, squinting into the morning sun. Up close now, she sees his suit isn’t brown, but black, just covered in layers of dirt. He was dirty before she hit him. Why is some filthy suit out here in the sticks?


She places a hand over the shape her cell phone makes in the pockets of her form-fitting khakis. She could call the cops, sort this thing out legitimately, correctly, but doesn’t want to. She’s seen Orange Is the New Black. She wouldn’t last long in prison.


“I shouldn’t be talking to you,” he says. Another car passes and he moves way off the road this time. “I’ve got somewhere to be.”


Oh, God. He’s like some gangster or something. Did he bury someone out here and his buddies left him? Or, fuck, is he all dirty because he was the one buried? Galavance’s hands squeak on the steering wheel, tightening.


He’s looking over her Pepto Bismol pink vehicle closely. “Your wheels still good to go? Sounds okay.”


She undoes her seatbelt and sighs. “All right, go ahead.”


His brow clouds. “Pardon?”


“I don’t want any trouble. I’ll even give you a few hours headstart before I report it stolen. I’ll have to report it, you understand?” Killing the engine and stepping out, Galavance presents her ring of keys with its rabbit’s foot keychain in matching pink.


“I meant you drive, me ride.” He points at her and mimes twisting a steering wheel.


“You want a ride?” She’s still holding the keys out at him.


He looks around as if he heard something Galavance has not. His eyes track about, past her, his mouth a hard line. “Yeah,” he says after a moment. “I think so.” He trains eyes on her the shade of crayon kids always pick to scribble skies. “It feels nearby. Couple miles.”


“Okay, well, I’m late for work, so let’s get going, all right? If you’re ready that is.” Slowly tucking a swirl of blond behind an ear, she adds, “Don’t wanna rush the guy who just got hit by a car or anything …”


He smiles. Toothy, genuine. He steps forward, hand out. There are pale scars on almost every finger. A few flat, shiny sections on his palm, old burns. She works in a restaurant, she’s seen plenty of hands like his. A cook’s hands.


“Saelig Zilch,” he says.


“Saelig?” she says, nearly recoiling at how cold he is.


“Go ahead, I’ve heard them all.”


“I wasn’t …”


They shake. She waits until he’s walking around the front of the car to the passenger side, then furiously wipes her palm on her pants when she’s sure he won’t see. Crunching through broken plastic strewn across the road, Zilch gets in. “You?”


“Sorry?”


“What’s your name?” he says.


“Galavance.”


“Huh. I can see why you didn’t give me shit for mine, now.”


She manages to smile, somehow. The tires slip momentarily, then chew in and dig and they disembark.
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She smells great. Like bubblegum, flowery perfume, and the good menthols.


Preparing himself for the worst, Zilch summons the courage and folds down the visor on his side to flip open the mirror. He gives himself a reluctant sidelong glance, sees it’s not so bad, and eases into looking at himself full-on. The road rash is already gone, healed, but fuck. What a bad start. Out of the boneyard ten minutes and he gets street-pizzaed.


“I’m sorry, but I have to ask,” Galavance says, eyes on the road, “but you’re not gonna sue me, are you?”


“Trust me,” Zilch says with a half-smirk he knows—but cannot help—makes him both more and less trustworthy at the same time, “I’m not going to sue you.” He flexes his hand open and closed and finally rests it on his knee. It aches, like his carpal tunnel used to.


You only have so many nanobugs per job, he remembers being told, once, to patch things up and keep your borrowed carbon in working order. Getting clobbered by a car probably just exhausted well over half of them. The genuine hurt would come early. Normally, he’s three shots of Jack numb, when fresh to a husk. The bugs do a good job; focus on the important things like keeping the blood marching through his veins instead of patching up nerve endings. It’s comfortable territory for Zilch, after all. He spent most of his adult years numb by one type of chemical helper or another, so this isn’t something new. Still, having exhausted half his little buggies means he’d just cut his time left to do this job by half. Fun.


“You might change your mind later,” she says, and it’s clear that she’s still quite worried about getting in trouble for whacking him. “But if you do, can you wait until at least after the first of September? That’s when I get paid next.”


“What do you do?” he says.


“What?”


Zilch notices that she startles every time he speaks, that whoever this girl is, she’s got a truckload on her mind.


“What do you do?” he says, slower.


“I’m the wait-staff shift manager at Frenchy’s,” she says, as if giving a bad diagnosis.


“That some kind a titty bar?” He’s picturing plus-sized women in maid outfits, shining up metal poles with their inner thighs and that long shriek of generous flesh sliding down tarnished brass. It’s a weird thought for a walking corpse to have but hell, rotting flesh or not, he’s still a dude.


And as if she can see that image in a thought bubble floating over his head, she says: “Excuse me?”


“Sorry,” Zilch says. She’s giving you a ride, asshole. Be nice. “I guess the polo shirt does kind of go against titty bar. Or is it a yuppie joint where they only play Phil Collins?”


“Who’s Phil Collins?”


Zilch draws in a deep breath. “He was big when I was your age. We used to ride around on my friend’s Brontosaurus listening to him. But what’s Frenchy’s—if not a strip club?”


“Frenchy’s is a sit-down restaurant,” she says.


“Oh, a sit-down restaurant? Pardon me all to hell.”


“Kinda hard to be a snob when you’re out in the middle of the road at 9 a.m. looking like you just crawled out of an unholy grave or something. No offense. What were you doing out here, anyway?”


He chooses not to answer. “I just find that hilarious, when people use that distinction: a sit-down restaurant. Like sitting down for a meal is some kind of big la-ti-da affair.”


“So you are a snob.”


“With food, yes. So what do you serve at Frenchy’s?”


“The shit kind,” she says. “Food sucks, vibe sucks, the decor is like holy shit, but getting a regular paycheck doesn’t suck and it takes care of my bills. Most of the time.”


Galavance has been slowly increasing her speed over the course of the conversation, which Zilch has only recently noticed, and now she’s barreling at eighty-five down this curvy dirt road like it’s nothing. When she goes around the next corner, Saelig imagines the tires’ grip giving out and the car going side-over-side-over-side-over-side in a roll that doesn’t end until the car folds around a tree like a wad of dough walloped by a nunchaku. It’s not a comforting feeling, given his already-depleted inventory of nanobugs.


“What kind is the shit kind, exactly?” he asks, almost panting, once they’re on another straightaway.


“Americanized French cuisine,” she says. Fast, dismissive. “But what about you? The way you were asking me where we were back there, seemed like you’re a long way from home?”


“You could say that.”


“Okay,” she says, and he knows it’s a bad answer that only makes more questions, but thankfully she drops that line of questioning. “Then what do you do for a living, Mr. Zilch? Or are you one of those people that gets hit by cars on purpose to do the whole ambulance-chaser thing?”


“Christ, what is it with you? Did you get attacked by a pack of rabid lawyers as a kid?”


“Sorry.”


Zilch grunts and tries to slouch, but the harness looping under both arms and up his crotch like a baby seat prevents it. He’s glad it’s there, though; she’s power-sliding them around every curve. “I don’t know what you’d call what I do,” he says, blurting, like he’s being tortured with homicidal driving for answers. He winces. Shut up.


“So you’re like, self-employed?” she says.


“Forget I said anything,” he says, bracing for the next hairpin. “I don’t want to spoil the ending for you.” That last part slips out, accidentally.


“Spoil what ending?” Too late. She’s interested.


“Nothing.”


“No, tell me. You’re getting a free ride here.”


“After you ran me over, I’d like to point out.”


“I did run you over, that’s right. And then I watched you get up like nothing had happened, and I watched your face turn from the texture of a seared steak to completely normal, and despite all that, I let you into my car and haven’t really made an issue out of it. So, you could just tell me.”


Zilch sighs. It’s not an illogical argument, and Galavance has already proven herself to be an unusual encounter. His guts somersault when she tugs on the E brake to glide them around another turn. “Okay. You ever think about what happens at the end of your life?” he squeaks, realizing as he says it that he’s coming off as creepily murderous.


“All righty, I think I’m going to pull over now.” Again with the E brake.


“Wait, I don’t mean … No, ha-ha, I’m not going to kill you or anything …” He slaps palms to the dashboard, their speed dropping away so fast he’s being lifted out of his seat. “Listen, you asked.”


“I know, and now I’m really regretting it. I think if you want to sue me now, that’d be fine,” she says. “I think I might have a case.”


Zilch sits up and tries to turn to face her but again, the harness has him in a half nelson; he unclicks the buckle and detangles himself. “Look. I was trying to tell you, I’d started to, but you drive this thing like it’s fucking stolen. If you keep it under mach nine for one goddamn second … I’m not supposed to tell you, but I will.” Fuck it, why not. She’s weird. And, aloud by accident: “Can’t turn out any worse than the last time I spilled the beans.”


“Uh, pardon? What was that?”


“Nothing.”


“All right, so go on,” she says. “I’m listening.”


“Pleased to meet you, Listening. I’m dead.”


“Uh, what?” She glances over at him, lip curled. She snorts. “You’re gonna have to try a little harder than that, I think. And you can stop with the Dad jokes anytime you like.”


“I wasn’t finished. It’s … I’m not supposed to talk about this, tell anybody what I am or what I do. But I’m dead, I get sent back, and I hunt lusus naturae. Freaks of nature. Not sure why they insist on the Spanish—”


“I think that’s Latin, actually.”


“—but that’s what I do. And have been doing for a while now, with no end in sight. Apparently the world never runs dry of weirdos.”


“You don’t say.”


“Hey, you asked. You asked, so I told you. And there it is, the stone facts of the thing.”


“So you kill monsters.”


“Yes.”


“And these monsters, if I were to see one … would they look like monsters, or just random people you run up on and stab to death?”


“What? No. They look like monsters, as monsters tend to do.” He pauses, frowns a second. “Most of them. Like 98 percent of the time.”


“But not all the time.”


“No, not all the time, but—”


“So you kill things that look an awful lot like people.”


“Sometimes.” He groans. “Maybe we should start over. And before I introduce myself, let me preface this conversation by saying: I swear I’m not a psychopath.”


“Do you have some kind of doctor’s note I could see, to corroborate this?”


“What’s your deal?”


“What’s my deal?” She snorts again. “I’ve got a nutcase in my car.”


“Give me a second. I can explain it better.”


“Oh?”


“Give me a second.”


“Okay, okay. Go right ahead.”


They tool along, still halfway on the road, at an above-the-speed-limit-but-still-quite-reasonable-by-comparison speed of forty-five. She notices he’s no longer strapped in, and gives him a devious smirk that a face that adorable shouldn’t be capable of making.


“You know, if you tried something, I could hit the brakes right now. My boyfriend, he installed these super-good brakes, and you’d go for a fucking ride, mister.”


“Go ahead,” Zilch says, without worry. “I’m quite sure it won’t have the effect you intended.” Then there was a slight jolt and he felt lusus naturae’s call—that soft thrumming, that foggy arrow in his mind pushing him in the direction of maybe thataway. Fuck, did he just think that out loud? Being dead, you forget there used to be “just for me” words and things other people can hear, too.


He says: “Look. You’re not in any kind of trouble here. And I’m not threatening you, I swear, I’m kitten harmless. Grandma harmless—”


“Grandmas can be crazy too.” She nods to herself. “All righty. I think Galavance has had enough. I have a crazy man in my car, a bad morning has gone nuclear, and I should probably just pull over—actually, I probably should have done that a few miles back.”


“It sounds crazy, I agree, but I’ve had the time to … you know, get used to how crazy this is, and how crazy it sounds. I’m not good at explaining shit, okay? I appreciate the ride, no harm will come to you, and … let’s just get there, all right? Double underline: I’m not a psycho.”


“But don’t psychos, you know, like to lie about not being psycho?”


“Exactly. So if I’m addressing it, up front, then that should be a good sign, right?”


“Unless you’re trying to do that reverse psychology thing. Say you’re not a psycho, when you are—okay, fuck it, you haven’t stabbed me yet. I’m not gonna go out of my way, just say stop when you want me to stop. Okay?”


He can’t help but grin. “Okay.”
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It’s the sticks, but there’s still a backup at the ramp to get onto US-1. Galavance pictures the Frenchy’s regional manager, Patty, tapping her foot anxiously, checking her watch, adjusting her too-tight blazer she’s always dressed in, prepackaged like the meatloaf Frenchy’s serves, wondering where her wait-staff manager could be, waiting to shit-can Galavance literally as soon as she walks in the door.


But we’re not there yet. That future can be avoided, maybe. Galavance hates the idea of fate. Fuck fate. I might be making this up as I go along, and sure, it looks like a mess from the outside, I totally agree, it does, but I can make this better. I will.


While they wait for the light, one hand on the wheel and the other keeping her head up, Galavance says, “Talk to me.”


“Hm?”


“You’re getting a free ride here, the least you could do is make a little conversation—even if it’s about whatever crazy shit you claim to be up to. Especially since I’m having to suffer this commute to just go into work, get fired, and turn right back ’round and go back through it again. Not exactly worth the gas if you ask me, but someone’s gotta keep the boyfriend in Budweiser.”


“You have a boyfriend,” Zilch says.


“If you could call him that.”


“I don’t think I follow.”


“He’s a boy, that’s for certain. But as for that word ‘friend,’ well, friends don’t typically shit on each other.” Galavance smiles, weakly. She feels guilty bad-mouthing Jolby with a stranger, even if he deserves it.


The light changes. They move along with the crush of traffic, then break off to take the two-lane running alongside the highway.


“What does he do?” Zilch asks.


“Farts around, says he’s building a house.”


“For you and him? How Abe.”


“No, for someone to buy. But it took them almost a year to get the frame up and now—Jolby says—they’re putting up the drywall.” She pauses. “But I’m pretty sure they’re just sitting around all day getting shit-faced.”


Zilch is looking out the passenger side window and doesn’t reply.


“What do you really do?” she says, snapping him back. “And no bullshit this time. Your face, before … I mean, I hit you, hard. Now it’s like it never happened.”


“I told you.”


She chuckles, shakes a smoke from the pack, and offers him one. He accepts. Taking the hide-and-go-seek lighter that facilitated their meeting, their fingers brush briefly. His touch is still cold, clammy. He says, “I tell you I’m a reanimated corpse sent back from the dead to hunt monsters, and you’re fine with it … and you giggle?”


“I just don’t buy it, simple as that,” Galavance says. “And things I don’t buy I laugh at. Laugh, not giggle. I don’t giggle. But, a guy tells me he has a seventeen-inch trouser goblin, what am I supposed to do? Keel over from how impressed I am? No. Prove it. So you had some road-rash, before, and now you don’t. Maybe the light made it look worse than it actually was. Maybe you take your vitamins, I don’t know. Drink lots of milk or some shit. But a zombie monster hunter? That’s just a flat-ass lie, mister. You insult me. This blond comes from a bottle, you know.”


“You asked, remember,” he says. “I told you because you asked.”


“Don’t get loud with me. Ain’t nobody allowed to holler in this car but me.”


“Sorry.”


“Now, if you wanna tell me something true, I’ll let you bend my ear for that.”


“I got nothing else to tell you. I’ve been doing this shit for so long I can hardly remember when I wasn’t,” he says. Galavance feels him look over at her again, and suddenly feels bad, gets the feeling that Zilch actually does believe his whole story.


“Anyways, a monster hunter? You’ll have to try harder than that. I saw three things on the internet last week alone that were freakier than that. Jolby showed me this one website: there’s kids who post videos where they numb their stomachs and disembowel themselves. Call it scarfing, because the goal is to pull the small intestine out far enough to wear it like a scarf. Fun, huh? Then there was another thing where they found a piece of a spaceship out in Russia with a bunch of newspapers in it with all of their dates ten years from now. And on top of all that, there’s apparently Lizard Men stomping around swamplands jacking cars for parts in this very state. There’s no surprising anyone anymore.”


“Wait. Lizard Men?” Zilch perks, sitting straight in his seat.


“I rattle all that shit off and that’s the thing you find weird?”


“Lizard Men? Plural?” he pressed. “Like, more than one? Are they sure about that?”


“I don’t fucking know, mister. Go get online with the other crazies.”


“So you do think I’m nuts.”


“We established that. Look, fella, I went to school with this chick, Maybelline, who swore up and down she was a vampire. I know this other guy who swears when he gets really high he can walk on the ceiling, except it only works when nobody’s looking at him. So, not to be a bitch or anything, dude, but you’re gonna have to get over yourself—or try a little harder. You hunt monsters. You say you’re a dead fella. Okay. Sure, honey. Have fun with that.”


“Turn here,” he says.


“What?”


“Turn.” He’s holding the side of his head as if trying to squeeze his brain out his ear like the last of the toothpaste. “Right here, turn.”


“There’s nowhere to turn, do you see a road anywhere?” It’s just wetlands on either side; they’re on a manmade strip just wide enough for a road to get slapped down.


Zilch’s fingertips are pressing dents into his temple. “Stop the car. Now.”


He nearly climbs into the driver’s seat with her, peering out her window, past her. He’s close enough she can smell him; he reeks like dirt. Galavance turns to look where he’s staring. To their left, mere feet from the road’s shoulder, is brown stagnant water. Spindly trees, willows, cat-tails. Nothing more. Silence. The warm morning air makes it look like the water is steaming. It looks state fair fun house fake, it’s spookiness overdone. But she pulls over, careful to not dunk them into the water. Zilch scrabbles out before they’re even completely stopped.
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