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For Lisa,


always


And for my father, Pete,


who taught me to study the night sky with wonder









PROLOGUE


It begins with a comet.


Decades ago, an infrared telescope captured the thermal emission streaking through the solar system. Eventually it was determined to be 300.2 kilometers wide and orbiting the sun in an elongated ellipse that would bring it within five hundred thousand miles of Earth.


The moon, by comparison, is 238,900 miles away. This would be, scientists said, a beautiful light show that everyone should enjoy all the more, knowing that we’d narrowly escaped planetary annihilation.


The official name of the comet was P/2011 C9, but most people called it Cain, the surname of the astronomer who’d discovered it. Twenty years later, it burned into view and made its close pass by Earth.


People took off work. They gathered at soccer fields and in parking lots, on rooftops and along sidewalks, setting up lawn chairs and picnic blankets and grills and coolers as though readying for a fireworks display. Everyone suddenly owned a telescope. Vendors sold comet T-shirts and hats and key chains and plush stuffed toys. Surfers stacked up on beaches waiting for the big waves they believed would come from the gravitational flux. At least two cults killed themselves off, announcing this was the end of world and the comet a gateway to the vault of heaven.


Professors and scientists and religious leaders became regular guests on cable news shows, where they talked about how comets had long been associated with meteorological and human disasters — tsunamis, earthquakes, and droughts. In 44 BC, when Caesar was assassinated, his soul was said to depart the Earth and join the comet flaming overhead. In AD 79, a comet’s arrival aligned with the eruption of Vesuvius. In AD 684, when Halley’s comet passed by, the Black Death broke out, and in 1066, when it made another appearance, William the Conqueror won the Battle of Hastings. Celestial judgment and providence. Or an instrument of the devil, as Pope Callixtus III called it.


“Heaven knows what awaits us,” one professor said. “It is a reminder of our irrelevant smallness and accidental existence in the universe, a glimpse of something violently outside the bounds of human existence, as close as you can come to seeing God.”


Local news reporters interviewed people on the streets. “I don’t know — it’s just kind of cool,” one man said. “Special. Once-in-alifetime sort of deal. You want to be able to say, I was there. It’s almost like we were living this two-dimensional life, and now there’s this sense of it being three-dimensional, if you know what I mean.”


Cain looked like a roughly drawn eye, some said. Or a glowing animal track. Or a slash mark in the fabric of space. A wandering star.


For a few days, the comet made night uncertain, hued with a swampy green light. And by day, the sky appeared twinned with suns. And then — gradually — the comet trailed farther and farther away, and people forgot all about it.


Until one year passed. The planet finished its orbit of the sun and spun into the debris field left behind by the comet. The residue of Cain’s passage.


This June, the sky would fall. That’s what the newscasters said.


The meteor shower was not as long-lasting as August’s Perseids, but for several nights the sky flared and streaked and wheeled, the constellations seeming to rearrange themselves with ever-shifting tracks of light. At first hundreds and then thousands and then hundreds of thousands and finally an uncountable storm of meteors.


The ground shook. Windows shattered. Grids of electricity went dark. Satellites shredded. Radio signals scrambled. Dogs howled and people screamed their prayers. Many of the meteors dissolved in the atmosphere, but many struck the earth, sizzling into the ocean, splintering roofs, searing through ice, punching craters into fields and forests and mountainsides, like the seeds of the night.


It was then that everything changed.
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His father came in the front door and went directly to the picture window as if he couldn’t decide whether he belonged inside or out. He stayed there a long time, studying the county highway that ran past their farm. Whenever a car grumbled by, he took a step back and tugged at the curtain, ready to drag it shut. Night was coming, but he snapped off the lamps in the living room.


He didn’t say hello to Hawkin when the boy hugged his leg but he absently patted his head. And he didn’t respond to Hawkin’s mother when she called from the kitchen, “Henry? Where in the hell have you been?”


His father locked the door and walked over to the shelving unit where his mother kept her books and teapots and porcelain figures. He dug into his pocket and then stared at something cupped in his hand. He pulled down the Bible and hurried through its pages, sometimes pausing as if to take in a certain passage. He glanced back at Hawkin, said, “What?” and then returned the Bible to its shelf. He paced in a circle and turned on the television, but with the volume down. Its shifting light and color made the room an uncertain space. The news played. Something about the historic meteor shower expected that evening, the beginning of a light show that could span several days. Hawkin’s teacher, Mrs. B., had talked about it. The fourth-graders could keep a sky journal for extra credit.


His father was balding but kept his hair long enough to comb over and spray stiffly in place. Right now several clumps of it stood upright and revealed the pale dome of his head. His eyes were red-rimmed and his cheeks unshaven and he hadn’t changed his clothes since yesterday, when he’d driven off in the pickup and said he was going to make them some money.


These days he was always seeing about a job, trying to catch a break. A few years ago he had sold their horses and their ATV and their fishing boat, and when Hawkin asked why, he said he was retiring. Hawkin knew he was too young for that. The only people who were retired in north-central Minnesota spent their days slumped in wheelchairs. You worked until you couldn’t. You could be white-haired and wormed with veins and still put in your ten-hour shift as a waitress or bank teller or hairdresser. Retired might as well mean near dead.


In fact, his father and hundreds of others had lost their jobs at Frontier Metals after the federal government shut down the mining lease on over a hundred thousand acres of land. Northfall was located at the edge of the Boundary Waters Canoe Area, and Hawkin’s parents and their friends complained constantly about the forest service and the BLM and the damned hippie vegan environmentalists who thought the land belonged to the owls and walleye. “These are the same sort of people that think you’re killing a carrot when you eat it,” his father would say. “I look at a tree, I see a house. I look at a deer, I see venison sausage. I look at a hill packed with iron, I see a skyscraper and a fleet of fighter jets and a club-cab pickup with a chrome nut sack hanging from the hitch.”


Hawkin heard his parents arguing through the walls at night. About money mostly. About his father spending it on nonsense or blowing it on pipe dreams or throwing it away at the poker table until the bank account emptied. “Why can’t you get a job?” Hawkin’s mother asked and he said, “Where? Where are the jobs? You want me to serve cheeseburgers at the McDonald’s?” There were a lot of men like him in town. Loggers and miners who didn’t seem to know what to do with themselves except crack a beer and shake their heads and lament what had become of this place, this life.


His family discussed selling the land off as well, but only lakefront property was worth anything up here, and these four hundred acres of maples had not only been in the Gunderson family for three generations but made money for them every spring as a source of syrup. Which also qualified them for the cheaper ag-land tax rate. Gunderson Woods, the locals called it. “My sweet little sugar bush,” his father called it and talked about the day he might install a pump and a web of tap lines instead of tapping over six hundred trees and hauling buckets as they dripped full.


Hawkin’s mother worked as a clerk at the Farm and Fleet and smoked menthol cigarettes and had bottle-blond hair and pink fingernails and rhinestone-butted blue jeans. She spent Wednesday nights and the whole of her Sundays at the Trinity Lutheran leading Bible studies and ushering, but she was always reading books on Buddhism, Judaism, Islam, Hinduism, the Rajneeshees, the Church Universal and Triumphant. She believed there was something else out there, even if she didn’t know exactly what. When Hawkin asked how she could be so certain, she pointed a lit cigarette at him and said, “Because that’s the nature of faith. Besides, this can’t be it.” Here she traced the air with her cigarette, as if drawing a smoky map of the world around her. “The thought’s just too goddamn depressing.”


She was cooking dinner now. Burgers on the range and frozen French fries in the oven. Hawkin was helping put dishes away, but only in the areas he could reach, the cabinets below and the lower shelves above. He was a whole head shorter than his classmates, smaller than he should be. Sicker too. He missed school so often that the students in the fourth grade forgot his name. He’d had pneumonia seven times and wheezed when he ran. His mother blamed it on the chemical runoff in the water and all the years of beer swirling around inside Hawkin’s father, which no doubt compromised his seed. “You’ll get stronger when you grow up and get out of this godforsaken place,” she said. “Don’t worry. I’ve been praying on it.”


Now Hawkin set a pan on a shelf, tucked a cutting board beneath the range, and tried to dodge out of the way of his mother, who didn’t always see him underfoot. When his father entered the kitchen and picked up the wall telephone and listened to the dial tone before setting it in its cradle and then unplugging the cord, his mother said, “What’s your deal?”


“I want quiet. That’s all.”


Hawkin’s mother swatted at the air with her spatula. “All you ever do is make noise and suddenly you’re Mr. Quiet? Something’s gotten into you.”


“It’s nothing.”


“Don’t tell me it’s nothing when it’s obviously something.”


His father was breathing too hard and his eyes couldn’t seem to settle on anything. When he headed back into the living room, Hawkin’s mother followed, her voice rising in pitch and volume as she asked him what stupid-son-of-a-bitch thing he’d gone and done now.


“I’ve got it under control. Okay? If I play my cards right, we might come out of this with a pile of money.”


“Cards? This is about cards?”


“It was a metaphor, woman.”


“So you weren’t playing cards?”


“That’s irrelevant. What matters is, I’ve got everything under control.”


“Pfft. That’s a laugh.”


Hawkin knew that whatever happened next would probably involve something getting thrown. He turned off the range and nudged the pan off the burner. In the dinette, from the round table, he retrieved his notebook and pencil, then he headed out the sliding glass door and onto the splintery back deck.


The night was humid. Frogs drummed and crickets sawed. One side of the sky was still red with the setting sun, but the other was the purple-black of a bruise with a few stars dotting it.


He could still hear his parents, their footsteps tromping the floor as they followed each other around the house, their voices calling out sharply, as he went down the stairs and into the weed-choked yard.


There was a sandbox with rotten boards and the nails undone at one corner, but it still carried three inches of sand the consistency of wet cement. He plopped down and cringed as the water soaked through his jeans and underwear. He shouldn’t be out here, he knew. His mother would say he was liable to catch cold, but he had come to weirdly enjoy his stays at the hospital, where no one ever yelled and he could watch TV and read comic books and eat as much strawberry ice cream as he wanted.


His notebook had Superman on the cover, a montage of the Man of Steel as a baby zooming toward Earth in his Krypton rocket, hoisting a cow over his head as a teenager in Kansas, and finally soaring through the sky in his red trunks and cape. Hawkin ran his hand across the image before flopping the notebook open. He poised his pencil over the lined paper and studied the sky. Nothing yet, he wrote in slow careful letters, then paused. He was an excellent speller, a wonderful writer, Mrs. B. told him, but he wasn’t sure how to describe what he felt then. If every falling star was a wish, and if the whole sky was supposed to light up tonight, then he had a good chance of finally getting what he wanted. A kitten, for starters. And a rabbit too. And how about no more wasps or spiders or bullies? In their place he’d ask for buckets and buckets of strawberry ice cream. And a Star Wars bedspread like in the Target flyer. And a nice house that didn’t have nightmare water stains in the ceiling and paint peeling off the walls like flaps of old skin. And a truck that didn’t die in the Shopko parking lot so that they had to beg a jump-start off strangers. And parents who didn’t fight and who hugged him and kissed his forehead and called him smart and strong and handsome and awesome. And a good immune system so that he could stop burning up with fevers and coughing until his lungs ached and start going to birthday parties and playing kickball with the other kids at school.


A mosquito whined by his ear and he swatted at it. Another bit his arm, another his neck, his forehead. “Stop!” he said. His father had taught him a trick: If you tossed sand into the air, the bats would swoop through it, mistaking it for a cloud of insects. It was like a flare. A call for help. Organic repellent, his father said. Hawkin thought he would try that, try summoning the bats to him so they would eat up all the mosquitoes eating him.


So he did. He scooped sand and tossed up smoky handfuls of it. He scrunched shut his eyes. His hair and shirt dirtied with sand that crumbled from creases when he moved. The bats came — just as his father said — wheeling and fluttering in the air around him, and he felt like a conjuring wizard.


He was so busy with his bats, he didn’t notice the last bit of sun seep from the sky as night took over. He didn’t hear the engine of the approaching vehicle. He didn’t see the headlights cutting through the pine trees and blinking out as the car parked. He didn’t hear the footsteps crunching on the gravel driveway or someone testing the locked knob of the front door. But if Hawkin had, he might have also heard his parents’ voices rising. The money. The money. That was what they were arguing about. His mother was goddamn tired of living off goddamn food stamps and goddamn handouts from their goddamn parents.


They didn’t know what was coming, and neither did Hawkin. Not until he heard the scraping charge of a shotgun shell loaded into its chamber. He spun around in time to see a figure sneaking along the edge of the house and testing a foot on the deck stairs to see if they creaked — and then creeping up them slowly, slowly. He wore a black jacket and blue jeans and his face looked like a smear, a melted nub of candle, veiled in pantyhose.


There was something off about his movement and balance. A slow, confused deliberateness, like somebody exploring the dark in a blindfold. When he stumbled on the top step and caught himself against the house, he mumbled a curse, and Hawkin recognized the slur of his voice as familiar. His father sounded like that most every night when he shut off the TV and rose unsteadily from his recliner and stumbled down the hall and said, “Had a few too many.”


His parents were visible in the windows, moving between the squares of light and gesturing wildly, like characters in a cable program Hawkin wasn’t allowed to watch. He wanted to yell something, to warn them, but his voice felt zipped up and double-knotted and shoved in the bottom drawer of his lungs.


The sliding door opened, and the stranger charged inside. He knocked against the table and then righted himself and continued out of sight. A moment later his parents hushed. There was the mutter of conversation. And then a thud and a cry as his father fell to the floor.


Though Hawkin did not comprehend what he heard next — over the next five minutes or so — he understood his father was in pain. He understood the stranger was asking him questions, and because his father wasn’t answering them satisfactorily, he was being kicked repeatedly.


The last thing he heard his father say was “We can work something out, right?,” his voice somewhere between a whimper and a shriek. “This doesn’t have to be an argument. It can be a negotiation. A simple business negotiation between two —”


A shotgun blast strobed the windows and made the house sound as though it had been split by a great hammer. There was screaming — his father’s — and then there was no more screaming.


Hawkin felt the sand grow warm beneath him and realized he had wet himself and worried he would get in trouble for it. His mother appeared in the kitchen window then. She was backing away with her hands held up.


“Didn’t mean to shoot him,” the stranger said, his voice carrying through the open door. “Was an accident. Finger fucking slipped or something.” His words garbled in a slurry jumble. “If the idiot had just — I just needed him to tell me where it was.” He muttered something unintelligible and then seemed to find his focus. “What about you? You know where it was? Is, I mean?”


“I don’t.” His mother shook her head — no, no, no. “I don’t know anything. I swear.”


The stranger sounded tired, like someone trying to get out a few thoughts before falling asleep: “This is — you better not be —” But before he could finish the sentence, another shotgun blast sounded.


His mother was shoved suddenly from view. The fridge sparked. One of the cabinets shattered and swung from a single hinge before coming loose and falling out of sight.


There was a long silence. And then the stranger spat a series of curses that gave way to a primal yell. Not of victory, but frustration. This was followed by heavy breathing. And then he moaned more than said, “What’s wrong with you?” Who this was directed at, Hawkin wasn’t sure.


The stranger then moved from room to room, switching on every light and taking their home apart. Pictures were torn from walls and smashed, drawers ripped out, pillows and box springs and couch cushions split open. Cereal boxes were shaken empty. The carpet was peeled back, the toilet tank checked. The stranger was searching for something. For the better part of an hour.


The bats continued to swirl around Hawkin, maybe a dozen of them, nipping at the mosquitoes, and he still had a lump of sand in his fist. He had been squeezing it so tightly his knuckles hurt. The bats made a chirping, buzzing sound like the electric fence that bordered their neighbor’s property to the north.


Sometimes Hawkin liked to reach his hand for that fence — an inch away, then closer and closer still — not touching it, but almost, so that he could feel the hum of electricity. It made his skin tighten and his hairs rise. He felt a similar sense of prickling danger when the stranger came out onto the deck and heaved a sigh and ejected a shotgun shell. He tried to walk down the steps but missed his footing and fell.


He landed heavily only a few feet from Hawkin, who knew he should run but didn’t; instead, he remained still and tried to will himself invisible. The stranger lay in the grass for a long time — long enough that Hawkin hoped he might have fallen asleep — but then he stirred with a grumble and hoisted himself up onto an elbow and said, “Oh. There you are.” He clumsily rose into a squat. “Was wondering where you were. Hawkin, right? That’s your name?”


Hawkin could see the pantyhose had gone gray with moisture at the eyes and the nose and the mouth, and it made the stranger look like he was rotting. A jack-o’-lantern that needed to be tossed into the compost. “Saw your name spelled out on the wall of your room. What kind of a name is Hawkin, I don’t fucking know. But I like your room, Hawkin. I like the color of the paint.” His voice wandered dreamily. “Is your favorite color blue? That’s a good color. It always reminds me of Lake Superior or …” Here his voice fell off a cliff. “Did you hear what happened in there? Because I’m sorry how things turned out. Hawkin?”


Hawkin couldn’t respond, not even when the stranger cocked his head and waited for him to.


“This is so fucked,” the stranger said and laid the shotgun across his thighs and pinched the bridge of his nose. His balance wavered and he rocked back on his heels and popped up into a standing position. “Okay. Okay, okay, okay.” The smoke coming off the gun burned Hawkin’s nose. “So I have some questions for you, Hawkin. Some very important questions. Like a test. You take tests at school? This is like one of those. Except it’s real.”


A bat chittered then, and Hawkin remembered the sand. He hurled the clump of it, and it unfurled into a veil that glittered in the air between them. And harmlessly frosted the stranger along the head and shoulders. He did not flinch but seemed ready to say something when the bats struck his face. One, two, three of them. The first couple dived in and out, but the last caught its claws in the pantyhose and beat its wings furiously over his eyes.


The stranger dropped the shotgun and screamed and punched at the bat, punching himself. To Hawkin, the pantyhose looked like stretched skin when the stranger struggled to yank the mask off, to free himself, his forehead growing long and his eyes widely hollowed.


Hawkin lurched up and made it a few wobbling steps before tripping. His legs were cramped from sitting still so long.


He wasn’t sure if he was crying or if the dew in the grass was wetting his face as he crawled forward. He didn’t know where he would go. Maybe the shed. He could get a rake there or some garden shears. Something sharp to protect himself with. Or maybe hide behind some pots or in a watering can, like Peter Rabbit in Mr. McGregor’s garden.


It was then he noticed, as he wormed away from the house, that instead of growing darker, the night was growing lighter. A blue-green glow hued his vision, everything flickering and warping, like the bottom of a pond when he put on goggles and ducked his head below the surface.


He looked up. And there it was. Just like Mrs. B. said. It was the beginning of the meteor shower. It would be a night busy with falling stars. A sky full of wishes. Too many to count. But he tried to gather them all up in his gaze and collect them into one powerful wish. “Make me strong enough to fight him,” Hawkin said.


And then the world shook and everything brightened to a blinding silver.
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Five years later …


Montana and South Dakota and then western Minnesota flash by as John Frontier studies the landscape rolling past the window, looking the same as it did a hundred, maybe even a thousand years ago. Below, a sea-green prairie splashed with red and gold and white flowers. Above, an achingly blue sky peaked with mountainous clouds. No sign of man except for the fences squaring up property lines, the occasional milk carton of a farmhouse surrounded by a huddle of rotten outbuildings.


The train is called the Bullet. John isn’t sure how fast it’s going. Almost as fast as a plane, they say. Three hundred miles per hour, maybe more. In the distance, the world seems to scroll by easily, but his eyes can’t grab the bunch grass or scrub oak growing near the tracks; everything’s a green blur.


John is twenty-five years old with an arrowhead face and closely trimmed black hair. He’s muscular, but lean and ropy, so his uniform — first lieutenant, army — makes him look more broad-shouldered than he is. He’s not tall and not short, not the kind of person you would look at twice, especially since he’s so still. Barely moving. As if concentrating deeply on keeping himself contained. “The longer I look at you,” a girlfriend once said, “the better-looking you are.” His one striking feature is a port-wine stain that splashes down his forehead, over his eye, along his cheek. It’s shaped like a country that hasn’t yet been discovered.


Over the past five years, since he left home, he has learned to carry himself in a way — looking everyone unwaveringly in the eye, speaking in a low, steady voice, constantly aware of himself — that demands respect. He has beaten himself, like a piece of forged metal, into someone new.


The viewing car is domed with glass. Here he sits. Every seat is taken and the aisle and the bar are crowded with bodies. Their conversation is the only sound other than a faint whispering as the Bullet glides forward. There is no engine noise and no wheel clatter, because there is no engine, no wheels. The monorail is powered by the very track it slides upon. A track made from the ninth metal. Omnimetal.


That’s the reason they’re all rushing to the Arrowhead, to northeastern Minnesota. The miners, the mechanics, the truckers, the construction workers, the real estate developers, the jewelers, the bartenders, the scientists and techies, the priests and pastors and prophets, the deliverymen, the retail clerks, the janitors, the prostitutes and drug dealers, the policemen and security guards. Metal.


He shares his booth with two men and a woman. They pass back and forth a pitcher of beer, drinking directly from it, while playing cards and talking about the best outfit to work for and how they’re going to make some cash money. In the booth beside theirs, four businessmen sip white wine, speaking in hurried whispers and making notes and pointing to graphs in a thick black binder. Standing in the aisle, two thick-armed, deeply tanned men in tank tops and cargo shorts down tequila shots and let out a whoop. Sitting at the bar, a woman with a butterfly neck tattoo and a leopard-print top and jean shorts chews gum and stares at her phone. White, black, Hispanic, Asian. Mostly men. Everyone from everywhere ready for anything.


All because of the ninth metal. John’s home, once the middle of nowhere, has become the center of everything.


He can’t see the track they glide on, but he knows it gives off a soft blue glow. Some people call it the greatest energy source in the world. Others call it a defiance of everything scientists have come to understand about physics and biochemistry. And a few call it God. There were eight noble metals before, called such for their rarity and their resistance to corrosion and their metallurgical and technological and ornamental uses. Now, because of the comet, because of the debris that showered the earth, there are nine. And omnimetal, as it has come to be known, is the very peak of the galvanic series.


In southwestern Minnesota, the prairie gives way to cornfields that reach off into the distance — thick green leaves and tall stalks tasseled out in the July heat. Trees appear only occasionally, a cluster of oaks and maples islanding a town, a windbreak of cottonwoods standing guard beside a farm.


And then, just like that, the cornfields vanish and the Bullet enters a thick, shadowy forest that John knows will continue more or less the rest of the way home. The ground swells into hills and the train flashes past lakes and rock ridges. Red and white pines cluster more thickly among the maples and ash the farther into the evergreen north they travel.


The train is so new it still smells of glue and paint. The booth’s table is a smart tablet, its screen presently green like a card table at a Vegas casino. The man seated opposite John swipes his finger across it, controlling the game of Texas hold’em. His hair is a wiry gray and his smile has holes in it from a few missing teeth. “Knew things were crazy up north,” he says, looking at John, “but didn’t think it was so bad they was sending the military.”


“I’m headed home for a wedding,” John says.


“You from Northfall, then?”


“I am.”


The woman — denim long-sleeved top, dirty-blond hair pulled back in a ponytail — taps the table to fold her hand of cards and says, “Hey, we hear housing’s a little iffy. Every motel full for a hundred miles. People sleeping in trucks. You recommend a place?”


“Afraid I can’t. Haven’t been home since the boom.”


That’s what they call it: the boom. For the explosion in money and population — and for the sound the meteors made when they struck the ground.


“Damn, son,” the man says and taps the table twice, snapping out a new card deal for everyone to riffle through. “You’re not going to recognize your own backyard.”


“So I hear.”


“A millionaire a day,” the man says. “That’s the slogan.”


The woman scores a full house and lets out a cackle. “That’s ’cause ‘a murder a day’ don’t sound as good to the tourism bureau.”


John looks to the flash, flash, flash of images streaming past the window. Already he can see the smoke dirtying the air, the red-lighted towers blinking in the distance, the sections of woods cut away and parked with heavy machinery. “I’ll hardly have time to notice. I don’t plan on staying long.”


The sign at the edge of town reads Northfall, Minnesota: Population 5,000. An X of spray paint covers the number and beside it someone has graffitied Who the hell knows.


The old town remains. The Farm and Fleet and the Shopko. The Pamida grocery. The lumber mill. The implement dealer. The tree farm and the Walleye Tavern and the Severson Supper Club. The gun stores. The bait shops. The canoe outfitters.


But all around this, another town is growing, the new layered over and sprawling out of the old. A half-finished housing development. A massive Walmart built beside a massive Home Depot, both their parking lots crammed with trucks. A liquor depot. An endless trailer park called Christmas Village. A new motel next to a new motel next to a new motel, all with signs that read No Vacancy. Car and RV and ATV dealerships glow with stadium lights.


The Bullet slides past all of this and into the newly built train station. The track gives off an eerie light and vibrates with energy. The doors breathe open and hundreds of passengers spill out, among them John. He carries a duffel bag that weighs him down on one side. He readjusts it, swinging it up so that it hangs from his shoulder like a pack.


Everyone tromps along the platform and funnels into the station, a high-ceilinged building with the look of a Northwoods lodge. It smells like wet varnish and cut lumber. Voices clamor and footsteps clop on the concrete floor. Vending machines glow. Lines stretch from the ticket counters. Handlers push luggage carts.


Up ahead, John spots a small crowd of people waiting with a homemade sign. The glittery letters read Welcome Home Soldier and We’re Proud of You Son. They smile and cheer and clap their hands.


John walks past them as a young Marine, still in his desert cammies, sprints forward and throws down his rucksack and opens up his arms for a hug. His family embraces him, laughing and weeping.


John watches them a moment before edging through the swarm of people and out the front entrance. The cool air of the station is replaced by a clinging humidity. Sunlight makes him squint. Sweat springs from his skin. He is assaulted by cigarette smoke and shouting.


There is the long-bearded man who stands atop a milk crate and preaches about greed and fornication and damnation, but his voice is drowned out by all of the recruiters. They guard tables full of swag and flyers, and they hold up signs for trucking, construction, and mining companies. John has heard the rumors — that you can step off the train in Northfall and land a job no matter your education, work, or criminal history — and by all appearances, this is true.


A man wearing a baseball cap that reads Black Dog Energy hands out bumper stickers with the same words. He pushes one toward John, who waves it away. “Military welcome!” the man says. “Military welcome!”


A woman approaches him with a lipsticked smile. Her T-shirt has Frontier Metals across the chest and she’s tied it up at the bottom to reveal her tanned belly. She holds a clipboard and says, “Hey, handsome. How’d you like a starting salary of seventy grand a year?”


“Thank you. I’m good.”


John continues to shoulder his way forward, unable to go more than a few paces without getting stalled. “Excuse me,” he says. “Excuse me.”


Finally he is moving toward the parking lot. Cars honk. A hotel shuttle unloads its passengers. Two rust-bottomed taxis idle. The four businessmen from the train approach a limo service and shake the driver’s hand before he takes their luggage.


John looks for his father and checks his phone for messages. Nothing, but he does spot a familiar man moving stiffly toward him. His spine warps him into a left-leaning stance and he has a hitch with every step. He’s dressed in his standard outfit, a corduroy jacket, check-patterned collared shirt, khakis ironed to a stiff crease. This is Sam Yesno. He has a small chin, and his black hair recedes from a long forehead. He’s six inches shorter and fifteen years older than John. These days, he works as the Frontiers’ legal counsel, but the two of them grew up together. Not brothers — not even cousins — but family. Yesno is Ojibwa and his grandmother served as a housekeeper to the Frontiers. Sam’s parents were in and out of jail, and when his grandmother passed, John’s father took the boy in and raised him as his own.


“It’s good to see you, Johnny,” Sam says, his voice lilting and gentle, almost British in its intonation. People used to tease him for it, but as he’s aged, his speech has grown to match his appearance. “You look formidable in that uniform.”


John runs a hand along the brass buttons. “Don’t let it trick you into treating me with any respect.”


“Oh, I’d never make that mistake.”


John looks around without really expecting to see anyone. “No Pops, huh?”


“Busy.”


“As always.”


“Business, of course. But the wedding, too —”


John holds up a hand. “It’s okay. You don’t need to make any excuses for my father.”


Yesno smiles apologetically — his teeth uneven from the bridge he wears — and John surprises them both by pulling him into a brief hug. Yesno has never liked being touched. And he goes rigid now, as if in pain, until John releases him.


Yesno adjusts his jacket. He always wears one, even in the height of summer. He’s never said why, but John knows it’s because he’s trying to cloak the twist and hump in his spine. “I wondered if you’d recognize me, you know. I’m a little balder these days.” Yesno touches the smoothness of his scalp. “Crop failure.”


“You’re more aerodynamic. That’s all.”


Yesno reaches for the duffel. “Well. Off we go. Let me help you with that.”


John swats away his hand. “Not on your life.”


They maze through traffic until they come to a white Expedition. Yesno rattles out the keys and chirps the fob. The trunk of the Expedition opens with a hydraulic wheeze and John hefts the duffel inside.


But before he can close the door, a deep-throated voice behind him seizes his attention: “Thirty minutes until the next train leaves. You’ll be on it.”


Someone else says, “I’m sorry! I’ll go. I’m going.”


Two men approach. One of them has a mane of blond hair and the weird snake-like face of someone who has had too much cosmetic surgery. He is slabbed with muscle and wears too-tight black jeans and a silk shirt unbuttoned halfway down the chest. His fingers shine with rings, and his right hand is so big, it seems to fit entirely around the neck of the man he drags alongside him — and then hurls to the pavement.


The fallen man’s palms skid and rash over red. He curls them into his chest and rolls on his side and whimpers. His hair is long, his shirt appears chewed along the collar, and whiskers dirty his cheeks.


“Who’s this asshole?” John says and Yesno says, “That’s Mickey Golden. The competition.”


“What do you mean?” John says.


“Let’s go,” Yesno says and tugs at John’s sleeve and hurries for the driver’s-side door. “Come on.” And then, as he climbs into the cab, he calls out, “John!”


“In a second.”


“You’ve only been home five minutes. Please let’s try to stay away from trouble.” With that, Yesno closes the door.


Golden reaches into his back pocket, flips open his wallet, counts out five twenties, and flutters them to the blacktop. “You know what’ll happen if you come back.” He speaks with something coiled like barbed wire in his voice, a Texas accent.


The fallen man does not look up but feebly chases down the money on his hands and knees before it blows away.


Golden swivels his head toward John and scans him up and down. “Hell are you looking at, GI Joe?”


John says nothing but keeps his eyes steady on Golden until the big man breaks away and stalks toward a jacked-up club-cab Chevy that advertises Black Dog Energy along its bed. He cranks the ignition and crushes the accelerator and roars out of the parking lot.


Only then does John climb inside the Expedition. Yesno gives him a nervous, sad smile and says, “Let’s get you home, Johnny.”


“Actually, if we have the time?”


“Yes?”


“I was hoping we could stop someplace first.”
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Stacie didn’t notice how old the house was until she moved out. Now, whenever she visits her parents, she feels at once cozy with familiarity — and sad. The kitchen has the same blighted color scheme as the hobby farm itself: browns, oranges, yellows. A permanent November. The wallpaper is patterned with moose and peeling at the seams. Decorative plates sit on a shelf and display a fly-fisherman casting, wolves howling at the moon, a deer leaping over a log. There is a fridge as yellow as a smoker’s tooth and a dishwasher that rattles and clanks. Besides the microwave, not much has been updated since 1980.


Just off the side of the kitchen is a round table, and here they all sit. Her father, Oliver Toal, wears a buffalo-plaid shirt. His hair is gray and thinning, his face freshly shaved but deeply wrinkled. He is a man who, like this home and business, has seen better times. Next to him is his wife, Betsy. She wears a Yellowstone T-shirt and pale blue jeans, and her hair is a silver acorn cap. And finally there is Stacie herself, with her straw-colored hair pulled back in a ponytail. She wears her deputy’s uniform and sits neatly in her chair. She ironed every wrinkle from it this morning, but she still picks at her sleeves and smooths the fabric on her thighs. Six months into the job and she still doesn’t feel like it fits right.


They’re praying over their lunch of fried walleye sandwiches and wild rice soaked in gravy and speckled with cranberries. Their voices are monotone as they quickly recite words said a thousand times. “Come, Lord Jesus, be our guest and let this food to us be blessed. Amen.”


They dig in, biting into the sandwiches, forking up the rice. Oliver says, “So when do you need to be at work?”


“Not for another hour and a half,” she says. “I’ve got time.”


Oliver touches Betsy’s shoulder and says, “How about it, Mother?” and she smiles and wipes her mouth and reaches below the table and pulls out a gift wrapped in the Sunday funnies.


“Well, well. What’s this?” Stacie says, and her mother says, “Oh, you already know, but pretend you’re surprised anyway.”


She picks off the tape and nudges open the paper to reveal her diploma from Mankato State, framed in red maple and topped with glass.


“Sorry it took so long,” her father says, “but I think it turned out pretty okay.”


Stacie always smiles — it’s a reflex of hers, no matter the situation — but it’s honest happiness that makes her beam now as she hugs the frame to her chest and says, “This is so special.”


“Your father made it in his shop.”


“Thank you so, so much, Daddy.” She leans over and kisses his cheek and he says, “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” He blows on his coffee and tests its temperature with this finger and says, “You know I’m proud of you. But I still say it’s funny for a girl to be a cop.”


“It’s been a half a year,” Stacie says. “Maybe we can stop talking about this?”


“She’s not a girl, Oliver.”


“Well, she’s my girl.”


“And,” Stacie says, “I actually prefer the term peacekeeper to cop.”


“Peacemaker,” Oliver mutters into his mug. “No peace to be had in this town.”


Her mother raps his knuckles with her spoon. “That’s why it’s important for her to be doing what she’s doing, you nincompoop.”


Stacie sets the diploma beside her juice and traces its frame with her finger. “That’s the maple from that tree in back? Where I used to swing?”


“You bet it is.”


“Well, I’m going to hang this in my living room. I know the perfect place for it.”


Oliver says, “Still don’t know why you can’t just live here.”


“Daddy. Stop.”


“Stay in your old room. Would save you a wheelbarrow of money.”


“Oliver. Hush. Independence is a good thing.”


“I’m only a few miles away.”


“I’m just worried about you is all,” Oliver says, and Betsy says, “He’s just worried about you is all.”


“I keep hearing these stories.” He stirs up his rice, making a mess of it. His hands are huge, thick with calluses and cracked with lines, one knuckle scabbed over and one fingernail bruised black. “Women getting harassed. Or worse. This town’s changed, and not for the better. You know what I read in the paper the other day? A mother of five vanished when she went out jogging. She was —”


“We already discussed this, Daddy.”


He waves his hand in the air and says, “Bah.”


“Oliver. Hurry.” Betsy flaps her hand at the television. “Don’t forget the news.”


“We don’t need to watch that. Stacie’s here. Let’s just have a nice conversation.”


“I want to see it,” Betsy says and then turns to Stacie. “The Olsens are going to be on the news. You know the Olsens. From church?”


Oliver continues stirring his rice, so Betsy finally gets up herself and clicks on the countertop TV, an old box with a bad picture. The screen lightens; it’s tuned to the NBC affiliate. After the grain prices, a reporter appears on location in Northfall. He wears a suit that doesn’t fit properly and stands in the shadow of a haul truck. He’s dwarfed by one of its massive tires, his head barely reaching the rim. “A millionaire a day. That’s the slogan on the street here in northern Minnesota, where a tiny town has become a hub for big business.” The camera goes wide to take in the strip mine behind him, a silver core of omnimetal that is steadily being carved out of a hillside. “I talked to one of the latest winners, Will Olsen, a middle-school math teacher who recently sold the mineral rights to his land.”


“There he is,” Betsy says and claps her hands, “that old so-and-so.”


Will Olsen wears a cream-colored leather jacket and snakeskin boots and his hair is a freshly dyed black. He grins into the camera as the reporter puts a hand around his shoulders. “Until recently, the Olsens were unaware that their forty acres of land carried any omnimetal. But in addition to a large vein that bored into a marsh on the property, they also have a small lake hiding what turned out to be a sizable deposit.”


Will takes the reporter through a gauche mansion. Gold columns in the entry. Marble in the bathroom. Quartz counters and tiger-maple cabinets and stainless-steel appliances in the kitchen. “We just tore the old place down, built right over the top.” A fountain on the back deck features a stone cupid peeing water.


The camera cuts to Will standing next to his wife, who wears a glittery blouse and diamond earrings and has her hair sprayed up in a helmet.


“So what’s next?” the reporter asks and stabs the mic into their faces.


“Well, Gloria here’s always wanted to go to Italy. So I suppose we’ll go to Italy. Food’s supposed to be real good.”


In the next shot, the reporter sits in the passenger seat of a Mercedes convertible. Behind the wheel, Will chomps a fat cigar and smashes the accelerator and —


The screen goes dark. Oliver has snapped off the power.


“I was watching that,” Betsy says. “What’s the matter with you?”


Oliver won’t look at her. He stands up with his plate and takes it to the kitchen and sets it on the counter. He moves with the squinty stiffness of a man who’s worked outside his whole life. “Lost my appetite.” He pulls his deerstalker cap off a hook and fits it on his head and opens the door and lets in the sun. “Going for a walk.”


The door shudders the house when it closes. And Betsy stares after him a moment before shaking her head and saying, “Well, I think it’s exciting. When ordinary folks have something exciting like this happen to them, I’m honestly tickled to bits. The metal all around us … it’s like a genie in a bottle. People’s wishes are coming true.”


“I take it he’s not enjoying the new job at Dick’s Sporting Goods?”


“No,” Betsy says. “No, he is not.” She picks up her coffee and sets it down again. “He can’t sleep at night. When he’s home, he spends all his time in his shop, building that birchbark canoe. All the business has shifted to the Gunflint, he says. Nobody wants to come to this part of the Arrowhead to fish anymore, he says. But of course that’s not entirely true.”


“All these rich businessmen?” Stacie says. “They love to fish.”


“Exactly. But the big dummy does a Google search for every client request. If they’ve got any connection to mining, any at all, he flat refuses them. You know your father.” And here Betsy picks up the framed diploma and studies it fondly. “He wishes you were still six years old and in pigtails and that this town was still nothing but loons and lakes. He doesn’t like change.”
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Victoria’s husband knocks at the bathroom door and asks if everything is okay.


“Yes,” she says over the noise of the shower. “Just give me another second.”


She can’t quite hear his response, but it has something to do with using up all the hot water. She isn’t sure how much time has passed since she curled up in a ball on the bottom of the tub — maybe ten minutes or maybe an hour — but she has been there so long that her legs have gone to sleep, and she has to brace herself against the ledge to slowly rise. She pushes her face beneath the spray and opens her mouth and swishes and spits out the bile that sours her tongue.


She swipes the towel across the mirror and studies the face she no longer recognizes. Wrinkled and spotted and hollowed. Long white hair weeding down her neck and bony shoulders. People used to guess she was ten, even twenty years younger than she was. Not anymore. The math has reversed since they moved to Northfall, and she has never felt or looked older.


Another knock at the bathroom door. “Hey, hon? You’re going to be late if you don’t hurry it up.”


“I’ll be fine,” she says. “It’s not like the work can start without me.” The air is so thick with steam that it feels like she’s swallowing clouds and she thinks maybe if she stayed in here long enough and ignored the knocking, she would eventually become something vaporous herself — and simply float away.


In the kitchen Wade scrapes out the pan and offers her a plate of scrambled eggs with onion, green pepper, and cheese sprinkled over the top.


“Thanks, but nothing for me,” she says and goes to the cupboard and pulls down a thermos and fills it with coffee from the carafe.


He tries again, following her, brushing his palm along her back. “Most important meal of the day.”


“I’m sorry,” she says and blows the steam off the coffee before taking a sip that instantly makes her chest burn with acid. “But I can’t seem to keep anything down.”


“Maybe you’re pregnant?” he says.


She has to pull the coffee away from her mouth to laugh at the thought of it. After all those years of trying, early in their marriage, for her to end up a mother at sixty-two. “Can you imagine?” she says.


Wade sets the plate on the counter and draws her into a hug.


“What are your plans today?” she says and he says, “I thought I’d fiddle around in the garden, catch up on the Times, check out that new burrito place, maybe start a torrid affair with one of the neighbors.”


She and Wade have been married over forty years, thirty of which they both spent teaching at the University of Nebraska. He was an adjunct lecturer and she a full professor. He taught freshman bio, the same curriculum semester after semester; she was a tenured faculty member in the physics department and applied for million-dollar grants to fund her lab’s research. Wade never really cared about teaching. He would rather have been fishing or biking or cooking, hosting dinner parties, playing golf. But Victoria lived to work. Her job defined her, consumed her.


For as long as they have been together, Wade has talked about their retirement plans — and though she has read the travel guides and scrolled through the websites he sent her, she can never really imagine not working. They would leave Lincoln, buy a house in coastal Oregon, and when they weren’t eating Dungeness crabs or peeking into tide pools or puttering around in their boat, they would travel. That was what Wade wanted, to visit Iceland, Brazil, Vietnam, Russia, South Africa, India. There were so many places he wanted to see — and Minnesota wasn’t one of them.


But then the sky fell. She read the news about the fungal infection in the Pacific Northwest. She saw the footage of the electrical phantom in Bangladesh. There were rumors of a flying woman in Los Angeles, spiked tentacles rising out of drains in Mexico City, a bear the size of a school bus in Siberia. And in northern Minnesota, metal rained from the sky. Metal that might prove to be the greatest energy source in the world. When the men in black suits showed up at Victoria’s lab and offered her what they called the opportunity of a lifetime, she really believed that’s what it was. Truly groundbreaking work. She would author the rules of this strange new world. She came to Northfall with the understanding she was serving a higher purpose, unlocking the secrets of science and bettering humanity.


Just as Wade had dutifully followed her to Lincoln, he followed her here. To Northfall. To this housing development built on a golf course so new, the joints in the sod are still visible. They had always lived in older homes that Wade refurbished. He didn’t know what to do with himself in this neocolonial with wall speakers and fake hardwood floors and a master bath with a Jacuzzi and a bidet. Just for a few years, she promised him. Then she would retire. A life’s work realized. And then they could go anywhere.


Now his smile fades and he says, “You were awake a lot of last night.”


“I’m sorry if I kept you up.”


“I can hear you, you know. In the bathroom. Even with the door closed and the shower on, I can hear you crying.”


“I’m sorry,” she says.


“There’s nothing to be sorry for,” he says. “I’m worried about you.”


He touches her face and she rubs his knuckles, which are starting to marble with arthritis, and says, “I’ve got to go.”


“When we moved here, I’d never seen you so excited. You were as giddy as a schoolgirl. But now …”


“Hopefully I’ll be back around five.”


She screws the top onto the thermos and fetches her purse and heads for the garage and he says, “Victoria?”


She opens the door and pauses, half in and half out of the shadows.


“What are you doing over there?”


She tightens her mouth. “You know I can’t tell you.”


“The work … it’s making you sick?” He is trim except for a bit of a belly poking against his golf shirt. His salt-and-pepper mustache matches his full head of hair. And while she feels paler by the day, he is tanned from all his time outside. He wears tortoiseshell glasses and he takes them off now as if to see her better. “Are you wearing protective gear? What are you exposing yourself to?”
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