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    We built each other – and what goddamn subtle architects!


  




  







  He was very little more than a voice. And I heard – him – it – this voice – other voices – all of them were so little more than voices – and the

  memory of that time itself lingers around me, impalpable, like a dying vibration of one immense jabber, silly, atrocious, sordid, savage, or simply mean, without any kind of sense.




  Joseph Conrad, Heart of Darkness




  Little pyramids of truth he erected and after erecting knocked them down again that he might have the truths to erect other pyramids.




  Sherwood Anderson, Winesburg, Ohio




  







  Part One




  MISSION




  







  One




  A Caravan » Two Strangers » A Story on the Topic of God




  And so the living persist, stubbornly, and the memories, and the crumbling road, and the stories. And so the caravan moves east, its people all a-marvel that the bridges,

  some, still arch mighty across the Mississippi. The men clap each other on their backs, they puff out their chests, they feel a moment’s shelter beneath the girders of their own ensteeled

  history.




  The sun rises and sets, and they move on, huddled together, five vehicles in a row – a school bus in the middle holding the young, the old, the sick, the frail, the weak. They collect

  others as they move towards Florida. People are not lost, there are no more lost, not this long into the new world, thirty years gone into the wastage. The people they collect are not lost; they

  are simply wanderers. And if their vectors of travel happen to coincide, then they will share the road for a while.




  One such wanderer is a large man with a beard, ursine and spectacular. They discover him somewhere east of the river. He is simply there, one evening, on the margin of the bonfire, as though

  he were a distillation of the damp night air itself – heavy water, a coalescence of air and earth and ice and dark. He wears an eyepatch, and the children, fascinated, inch closer to him

  until they are snatched back by their mothers.




  He sups with them, holding a tin plate close under his chin. Some of the men approach him, their hands twitchy on their weapons, and enquire about his business.




  I ain’t a brigand, he says and scoops a spoonful of beans into his mouth, nor any other kind of threat to you. How you can tell is my guns are in that duffel over there. You can hold

  them if you’re inclined, but make no mistake I’ll have em back when I depart. Meantime, I’ll help you keep your meatskins down.




  He refers to the dead who share the landscape with the living, who wander in unhurried strides of ownership across the earth as though it were – by proper claim, by title and right

  – their own bleak purgatory. The one-eyed man promises to keep them at bay while the company stops in the evenings.




  And he does, wandering the perimeter of the circled vehicles after the others are abed, putting down roaming slugs with nothing but a long curved blade.




  He has a companion with him, another man almost as large as he, except this one is slow and mute. The one-eyed man speaks almost nothing to him, but he makes sure the mute is fed and washed

  and kept from harm.




  The two men travel with the caravan for three days, and the one-eyed man says little more than the mute himself. He is not accustomed to company. When queried by some of the men or even the

  women, he brooks the attention as bones brook the sun that bleaches them white over the span of dusty years. He answers questions cursorily and looks behind him over the dark, empty plains, as

  though weighing, with minute fineness, the value of this coterie compared to his own lonesome desolation. He seems to find them comparable, the contradictory enticements of humanity and wilderness,

  and perhaps the only thing that keeps him by the bonfire is the warm inertia of indecision.




  On the third evening, someone declares it to be a Sunday, and since no one knows otherwise the talk around the bonfire turns to holy matters.




  Some words are read from out an old Bible, and if they are not prayers they string together to sound prayer-like enough for the delectation of this assemblage.




  All eyes lowered, lips mumbling, one of the children clambers over to the one-eyed man before anyone can grab him back.




  Hey mister, the kid says. Mister, do you believe in God?




  The man licks his lips as though considering whether to consume the child whole, a wolf in a grandmother’s bonnet. But his gaze is not on the boy. Instead, it stays fixed on the void,

  as though magnetized by darkness.




  I ain’t got to believe in him, the one-eyed man says. I see him everywhere I look.




  The boy glances behind him, as though expecting to see God himself emerge from the dark like a vaudevillian from behind a curtain.




  No one speaks. He is a man who would be listened to, for his voice contains grand and grimy oratory, and they wonder at this curious preacher who seems to utter passages from some Bible

  scripts lost centuries before.




  He wipes his mouth on his sleeve, the bristles of his beard loud as the cicadas. He is quiet for a while longer, as though his speech were a byproduct of silence, requiring effort to form

  itself out of that drear material. Then he does speak.




  More’n a half-century old, he says. For the hire and salary of a few hearers, I could remember you some things on the topic of God.




  No one says a word, and their silence is a contract, an acquiescence.




  And then are they all mute, and all slow. And then are they all his companions in journey.




  And this is the story he tells.




  







  Two




  Brothers » Las Cruces » A Contract and Its Fulfilment » Two Beatings




  It is a time of vision, a time before the loss of his other eye. Any cyclopean will tell you: there is a clarity even in broken things – the way things fall is governed

  by laws so immutable they could be inscribed on the earth by the ink of rivers and streams. So too the way people fall.




  It is a time ten years before this telling of it, twenty years since society itself fell down, forty years after the birth of the bear-like man himself. These measures of time, they eddy and

  flow, capricious. In truth, there are only two states: before and after – and even those only relative to arbitrary points. Pick one point and call it zero – you might as well count the

  motes of dust in an abandoned room.




  Moses Todd, for that is his name, has a travelling companion. Not the mute – who he doesn’t yet know and won’t even meet until five years later – but his younger brother,

  Abraham, his only remaining family, runted and greasy and dangerous of appetite. They travel the wide open spaces, and though they are brothers, they seek very different things.




  They move during the day and hole up after the sun sets. In whatever bastions of civilization they come across they remain strangers, sometimes welcomed, sometimes suspicioned, sometimes

  reviled.




  Moses Todd has been many things in his life – father, warrior, thief, wastrel. Abraham Todd has been one thing only: degenerate. Moses watches his brother as a man who keeps a rabid dog

  penned in his own backyard.




  

    *


  




  Once in the course of their vagabondage they stop at a small gated community in Las Cruces. The struggling residents are in need of supplies, and they speak to the brothers of

  employment. If the brothers bring food, medical items, guns, ammunition, then they will be compensated with a feast and comfortable beds for as long as they would like to remain.




  Sure is difficult, Abraham Todd says and shakes his head, to settle on coin of value these days. But there’s other specie than food and lodging.




  And his eyes cross a low-lit room to a girl in a blue nightdress.




  Moses Todd walks out. His brother emerges soon after, having agreed on terms.




  We’re in business, Abraham says.




  It don’t have to be that way, Moses says. You don’t always have to take the most they’re willin to give.




  They agreed to it, didn’t they?




  So they collect the supplies for the community and return. The people are pleased, and the brothers are fed. Moses watches as the girl in the blue nightdress is instructed by three older men to

  go and sit by Abraham. She does so, and Abraham puts an arm around her shoulders as though to reassure her. He takes a slice of tomato from the table and tries to feed it to her, but when she

  doesn’t open her mouth he slides it across her lips as though he were applying a stick of lip rouge.




  You and me, Abraham says to her, we got time to kill.




  A highball of whiskey is brought for Moses, and when he gulps it down they fill it back up again. He drinks and smokes his cigar down to an ugly stump and feels all his muscles go slack. They

  are gathered in one of those big cardboard mansions built in clusters on culde- sac roads, and there is a blazing fire on the hearth that casts lovely shadows on the thin eggshell walls.




  He sits on the couch and drinks more and talks to the elder men about all the places of the country they have been, and he can hear his brother’s hyena laugh behind him but he can’t

  bear to cast his eyes backwards. Instead, he lets his eyes fall closed and is soon asleep.




  It is still before dawn when he is awoken, though the fire has burned down to embers. All is quiet, and he is quiet in himself, when a sudden shrill cry sounds through the mansion. He is up,

  quick, a blade readied in his hand, despite the woozy, thunderous tides going back and forth in his head.




  A figure bounds down the stairs, a frail white shape. The girl from the night before who was wearing the blue nightdress, except now she’s naked. She notices Moses at once, screams again,

  and runs out the front door. Now others appear, men and women commoted from sleep.




  And his brother, Abraham, at the top of the steps, naked also, his filthy unwashed hands and face like gloves and mask on a pale, chalky skeleton.




  We had a deal, Abraham says.




  Get in your clothes, Moses says.




  It was bought and paid for with services, Abraham says.




  Get in your goddamned clothes.




  Abraham disappears and returns a moment later. Half wrappered in his pants and shirt, he stumbles down the staircase as the men of the community begin to circle, looking angry.




  What’s going on? they say.




  We’re leaving, Moses says.




  And the two brothers open the front door to find a man with a shotgun aimed directly at them. He is a skinny old man with white hair and red-rimmed eyes. He is decrepit, and the shotgun shakes

  in his hands.




  What did you do to my granddaughter? the old man says.




  It was bought—, Abraham begins, but then Moses seizes his brother by the back of the neck as you would pluck a kitten from a litter. Abraham winces with pain and hushes.




  We’re leaving, Moses says to the old man.




  My granddaughter, you filthied her.




  I got no truck with you, old man, Moses says.




  Others from the community gather round. They wonder what devils they have invited into their midst for the price of a few supplies.




  You got truck with this, the old man says, gesturing to the shotgun with shaky hands.




  Moses quickly unsheathes his knife and thrusts it at the man’s face, the point of the blade an inch from the old man’s nose. The old man quakes and shrinks away but keeps the gun

  pointed at Moses.




  Stand down, Moses says. I ain’t so sure you can pull that trigger. But I’m damn sure I can use this knife. I am repentant about the agitation we caused, but we’re gonna be on

  our way now. Understood?




  The old man hesitates a moment longer then lowers the gun and steps aside miserably.




  Filth, he says as Moses passes by dragging his brother along by the neck.




  The brothers climb into their car. Most of the residents of the community watch quietly as they leave. And a few gather around the old man to hold him back as he starts to run after the car,

  crying, You go to hell! You go straight to hell!




  Some fun, eh? Abraham says.




  Shut up, Moses says, and his voice must be a gavel of some sort, because it works to keep his brother hushed for the next half-hour.




  

    *


  




  And when they are out in the desert, Moses pulls the car to the shoulder of the road and brings it to a stop. In the far distance there are two slugs walking slowly, knocking

  together clownishly as they move. When they see the car, they begin to amble towards it – but they are desiccated and slow.




  What are we stoppin for? Abraham asks.




  Moses climbs out of the car and walks around to open the passenger-side door. Then he reaches in, grabs his brother by the upper arm, drags him out of the seat and tosses him to the hard pebbled

  earth.




  What did you do to that girl? Moses says.




  It was bought and paid for, Abraham says.




  Say it again. Just say it again. Now what did you do to her?




  Nothin. I didn’t do nothin. I barely touched her, her just laying there like a stinkin mackerel.




  Moses wants to strike him, but he turns and brings his heavy fist down on the hood of the car instead. The metal warbles with the violence.




  You better get right, Moses tells his brother.




  Get right? Mose, we’re fuckin mercenaries.




  Who is?




  We all are. Everybody is. Ain’t you noticed?




  Get right or you’re gonna get made right.




  Get made right by who? You?




  Not me.




  How come not you?




  I’m your brother. You got one fate by me but another fate by the world.




  Don’t get mystical, Mose. Ain’t but one man could stop me doin anything, and that’s you. You don’t stop me, that makes you complicit.




  That ain’t how it works.




  According to whose laws? Theirs?




  Abraham points to the two slugs drawing closer.




  There’s plenty in the world to stop you, Moses says, but only one to stand beside you. Whether I like it or not.




  Abraham stands and brushes off the seat of his pants.




  That’s a touching thing you just said, big brother. Now I’m all filled with grief and contrition. Come on, that girl, it was just a little fun I was havin is all.




  Moses looks at him, his younger brother. There are forces working on forces, there must be, and so they must converge on every moment, every place, every person – even his brother. There

  must be born somewhere the force to take care of the problem of his brother – just as his brother was born an antidote to so many strains of goodness. These things converge. They must.




  Moses walks past his brother into the desert.




  Get in the car, he says as he passes.




  Where you goin?




  I’ll be back.




  He walks towards the two slugs ambling towards them. He seems as though he would greet them, except in his outstretched hand is the blade. He topples one of them with a kick and drives the blade

  deep into the eye socket of the other. He twists the blade in the eye and shoves it as deep as he can with no leverage. A clear jelly runs down the cheek like congealed tears, and the slug falls

  backwards.




  They are weak, these. They might have been wandering the desert together for years, brothers too, bonded in twitchy recognition of the barest humanity.




  With one down he toys with the other, kicking it in its stomach and chest. He can feel the fragile bones breaking with each blow.




  Without knowing what he means, he says under his breath: You ain’t one of me. You ain’t one of me. Then: I’m sorry. I’m sorry.




  He is soon out of breath, and the slug barely moves, opening and shutting its jaw with the hope that some meaty part of Moses Todd himself will find its way between those teeth.




  Finally, Moses kicks the slug to turn it over on its belly, puts the point of the blade at the base of the skull and drives it upwards into the brain.




  Then everything is still. And Moses can feel his own heart. And everything is still – as with waiting.




  Later in the afternoon, driving slow along the desert road, just about at the crest of a faint hill, Moses pulls the car over again and gets out.




  What are we doin now? Abraham asks. You gonna whip my ass again?




  But Moses just stands by the side of the car, his hand shading his eyes, looking down on over the road behind them.




  We’re bein followed, he says.




  Abraham gets out and follows his brother’s gaze.




  I don’t see anything.




  Your vision is of a different sort. Get in.




  So what are we gonna do?




  Moses shrugs.




  

    *


  




  They drive further, making headway through the cactus-lands, passing quiet and slow through the rusted-out ghost towns, looking for aught of interest.




  That night, they set up camp out in the open where they will be able to see trouble coming from a distance. They will sleep in shifts, so one can hold vigil while the other rests. But not long

  after dark, they see the headlights of a car approaching from the direction they came.




  The car slows and stops on the road near their campfire. A lone figure emerges and walks towards them.




  You best announce yourself, Abraham says and reaches for a pistol.




  I’m not carrying any weapons, the man says. He gets closer, and his face resolves itself in the firelight. He is a tall man, gaunt but still strong, the fortitude of a steamroller

  succumbing to rust and waste. A fortitude that will succumb but has not yet succumbed.




  Evenin, Moses says.




  Which one of you defiled that girl? the man says.




  You’re from them? Abraham asks. It was bought and paid for.




  The tall man looks at Abraham. He has his answer. Moses can see his jaw clamp down, as though all his muscle were behind those teeth and he would gnaw his way through the world. Then the man

  reaches into his pocket and pulls something out – a small brown cylinder. Moses can see it by the firelight, a prescription-medication bottle.




  You did us a service, the man says, and you have the right to compensation.




  He tosses the bottle to Moses, who catches it. It is full to the top with pills.




  Amoxicillin, the man goes on. It’s the one thing we have more of than we need. It should be of some value wherever you’re going.




  Who are you, Abraham asks, her daddy?




  I’m a concerned citizen, he says to Abraham. They shouldn’t have offered her in the first place. You took her, that’s on us. But you didn’t have to defile her.




  Abraham looks at his brother and chuckles, as though to share in the quaint pedantry of this character before them. Moses says nothing and keeps his eyes on the man.




  That’s to pay you, the man says and points to the bottle in Moses’ hand.




  We already been paid, Moses says.




  No, the man says. It’s to compensate you for the renege of our deal.




  What renege? Abraham says. What’s he talkin about?




  This renege, the man says and strikes suddenly, punching Abraham hard on the jaw. Abraham goes down with an expression of stunned disbelief that quickly turns to animal fury. Then he’s

  back up and flailing his arms at the man. The two clobber at each other, and Moses watches. He watches while the tall man beats his brother to the ground and then kicks him twice in the stomach.

  That’s when he steps in, pushing the man back.




  That’s enough, Moses says.




  The man puts up his hands and begins to back away.




  Like I said, that’s payment I’ve given you.




  Like I said, Moses counters and tosses the bottle back to the man, we already been paid.




  When the man has driven away, Moses carries his brother to a spot away from the fire where the cool desert breezes can succour his wounds. One eye is bruised shut, and his upper lip is busted

  open. Bruises cover his torso, but Moses can feel that no ribs are broken. Abraham will mend.




  He coughs once, painfully, and takes deep breaths, his one good eye cast up at the sprent of stars overhead.




  Hey, brother, Abraham says. Is that the divine justice you were lookin for?




  That was it, Moses nods.




  Was it enough?




  Moses uses his fingers to brush away the dirt from his brother’s cheek. It is a light touch, delicate and studied. Then he says:




  Get some sleep.




  







  Three




  The Airport in Tucson » A Meditation » Terminal » A Guessing of Names » A Massacre » Harlequin, Tinkerer » A Discussion of Philosophy

  » Gifts » A Mission




  The next day they come across a massive derelict airport.




  Where are we? Abraham asks.




  Tucson, says Moses. The international airport.




  Let’s hop us a jetliner to gay Paree.




  Moses wanders the runways and the hangars, admiring the monolithic machines. The fences are mostly intact so there are almost no slugs to interrupt his constitutional, and he wonders at what a

  vast museum the world has become.




  The paint on most of the planes has been bleached to dull fade by the desert sun. Many are docked at their gates, long hollow gantries connecting them to the body of the terminal itself. Others

  are abandoned at random places on the tarmac, their doors gaped wide, some with their deflated yellow emergency slides spilled flaccidly on the ground. Moses raises his palms and feels the long,

  smooth underbellies of the aircraft.




  When he was young, and the world was not as it is today, there was a great deal he took for granted. He was a young man when things went sour, only two decades old – and for all the seeing

  he did, he might as well have been blind. He does not allow himself to think frequently of those times – and not out of fear or cheap lament, but rather because that gone world exists for him

  in faint outline like a childhood storybook that remains in memory as patches of colour, or deceptive fragments of images that are shuffled so by time you can’t seem to reassemble them into

  any coherent picture.




  There were people everywhere you looked. So many of them – you wouldn’t believe how many. And all full to stinking of life and sin. Boundaries were murky, borders were crossed

  willy-nilly, the abundance of riches and luck so overflowing that parsing it out was a fool’s game.




  Even the dead seemed not quite so dead. People died, and they were hidden away from the eyes of man – enclosed in boxes or burned to subtle ash, kept present in the form of photographs on

  mantelpieces, home videos that denied death, counteracted it. Technology a contraindication of death. To swim in radiant pools of life, death made abstract and commercial. A notion of the mind,

  Moses recalls. A pretty little idea spawned in goddamn kid dreams.




  But now the dead are everywhere as the living were before – and now can be observed all the fleshly moods of death, the tearing skin, the bluish hue of rot, the muddy eyes, the crustiness

  of dried sputum, the salty white of chancre and peel, the acrid, biting smell of organic decay. Now, even though the dead walk as the living do, the lines are clearer between death and life. You

  may know little, you may know next to goddamn nothing, but at least now you can see what you are and what you are most definitely not. Moses is intimate with death – he lives in its company

  every day, and what he knows is that death ain’t a floating up to cloudy heaven, no angel wings and toiletpaper-soft robes and dulcet harp-playing. No, instead it’s a slow crawl of

  atrophied muscle and the vestigial instincts of our most piss-poor appetites. That’s the face of death.




  But still and all – now there is meaning in the goodness of things. Now does order signify, because now it matters. Now you can see with clear vision the difference between good and bad,

  between life and death, between should and shouldn’t. And there are forces, ambling armies on the earth, that are there to take a bite out of your soul at your electing to transgress.




  And it’s true – the right has never been more beautiful, has never been bolder in the colour of sunrises over the blasted plains.




  Moses was blind to it before, but now he runs his palms along the underbellies of the aeroplanes, like an honest supplicant to the altar of righteous ingenuity. People didn’t use to be

  able to fly, and so they built wings. And now those wings are clipped, people gone to ground – but the artifacts of majesty remain, all the more beautiful for their inutile splendour.




  Now there is much to appreciate in the perfectly curved surfaces of human architecture. And so he wishes he were an artist or a craftsman – someone to build things and name them names.




  What’re you doin? Abraham asks.




  Nothin, Moses says, startled. Come on. Let’s collect what there is to collect.




  

    *


  




  At the end of one runway is an overturned plane, its fuselage bent and cracked in the middle. There are bodies, long ago dried up, but they have been taken care of. Every one of

  them has a gunshot wound in the skull. They hunch over, some still buckled in, even though they and their clothes have become indistinguishable from the upholstery upon which they sit.




  A breeze blows through the massive metal straw, and Moses can see the filaments of hair on these dead skulls whipping to and fro like blades of summer grass.




  Bleak pastoral.




  But the broken plane has been picked through before. Abraham finds some packets of ibuprofen in one of the seat-back pockets and a set of dried-up watercolour paints in the pink backpack of one

  of the little girl corpses.




  What’re you gonna do with those? Moses asks.




  I don’t know. Maybe take up paintin. Maybe it’s an artist’s eye I got.




  You mean the one eye that ain’t beat shut from your debauchery?




  But Abraham remains unfazed.




  That’s the one, he says.




  Emerging again from the fuselage onto the tarmac, Abraham runs a hand over his scruffy chin and considers the massive terminal in the near distance.




  I bet there are some treasures to be found in there, he says. All shut up tight away from prying hands other than ours.




  Moses too looks at the terminal.




  Look at all those windows, he says.




  So? his brother asks.




  We’re off the grid here. You notice any lights last night?




  No.




  Me neither.




  Moses knows that where the population is dense enough to be strategic, there are people barricaded in power stations, keeping segments of the power grid alive. There are even a few who have

  managed to recapture and run refineries. Corpus Christi is one Moses has seen with his own eyes. Gas and electric. Infrastructure. Humanity clawing back some of what was taken from it.




  But between those oases of civilization, there are vast wastelands of dark – and it is in these places that the settlers have reverted to primal frontier living.




  If you were gonna take up residence in this area, Moses continues, wouldn’t you want to do it in a stronghold that’s got unbreakable glass walls and all the light you need?




  Oh, Abraham responds. You think there’s people in there? People who don’t care for the scavenging likes of us?




  What do you think, little brother? You feelin watched?




  Always, Abraham says. But usually by you. Anyway, if it ain’t been co-opted, that makes it prime co-opting for us.




  So they find a way in, bashing in one of the maintenance doors and climbing their way up an unlit concrete stair until they come through a door and into the terminal building proper. Inside,

  there are very few signs of disturbance – almost as if the place were shut up and made relic before the chaos of the dead had a chance to crumble it.




  The light coming through the tinted panes of glass all around is dimmed to a faint blue that’s almost like sweetness, and over everything is a thin coating of dust, the settling of the air

  itself as though time makes all things – even breath – palpable and falling.




  They pass a number of gates until they arrive in an open area that Moses recognizes as what used to be a food court. Above is a mezzanine level, but both escalators leading up to the balcony are

  barricaded with heavy chairs, tables, vending machines, barbed wire and other debris.




  What’s all that for? Abraham wonders.




  Don’t know, Moses replies. Ain’t no other signs of skirmish. Could be this was a last stand. But if it was, then where’s the bodies?




  Et up?




  You ever seen a slug eat someone so clean and mannerly they leave no trace? They ain’t the napkin-usin type.




  So what’s all this then? Abraham asks again.




  This time he’s answered not by his brother, but by a megaphone voice from the balcony above.




  I’ll tell you what it is, the screeching voice says. It’s a couple of addlepates tryin to elbow in on what’s mine.




  

    *


  




  The brothers cast their gazes upwards through the grimy light filtering in through the windows. But there’s nothing to be seen behind barricades of airport furniture. The

  voice comes first from one place and then another – and the megaphone projects it loud, even though they could have heard the man easily without it.




  We ain’t here to pillage, Moses calls out. We’ll work for food and shelter – if you have a mind for it. Otherwise we’ll take our leave.




  You’ll take nothing! the voice says from above. Now it seems to be coming from the far left, and there are clanking sounds, as of bolts being drawn and chains unwound. You’ll take

  nothing! I gave no permission!




  What’s that sound? Abraham asks his brother in a low voice, pointing to the left where, on their level, is a double set of maintenance doors. As they watch, the doors shudder slightly, and

  then there’s a sound like rat’s feet on cold stone.




  How many of you are there? Moses calls up to the man with the megaphone.




  How many? the voice calls back. He wants to know how many! I been here three years. I got a big marble floor. All I use it for is a calendar. You count the days, don’t you? That’s

  how you know.




  Do you think he’s the only one? Abraham says to Moses.




  Could be.




  More activity comes from behind the double doors, and another metallic sound, like a metal bar being shifted aside and clanging to the ground – like a barrier being drawn.




  We better get, Abraham says.




  What’s your name? Moses calls up to the balcony.




  My name? comes the voice. Then Moses can see some movement behind the furniture barricades. The small shape of a man dressed in colourful clothes moving back and forth in a frenetic way. He

  catches glimpses of the man through the niches in the stacked furniture.




  My name? the man continues. He wants to know my name now. If you guess it right I’ll let you live.




  Let us live? Abraham calls up. Man, you best learn some manners or you’re gonna—




  We’ll just leave, Moses calls up, not liking the sound of what’s behind that door. We’re leaving now.




  He moves in the direction of the corridor down which they originally came. But before they get there, a demented laugh comes from above, and a steel gate comes smashing down over their only exit

  from the food court. Abraham runs to lift it, but the gate is solid.




  All right, listen, Moses calls up to the shape moving back and forth above them. We ain’t here to cause any fuss. We’ll just go peaceful.




  Now the voice comes from directly above, in the middle of the balcony.




  It’s the work of months behind those doors, the man says. Rounding them up, one at a time. Using myself as bait. Months of work. And when you two are dead – well, then, the work

  starts all over. But that’s just the nature of time, ain’t it? It goes on ahead, and we follow. Now guess! Guess my name!




  Jesus Christ, Abraham says.




  No, it ain’t Jesus Christ, says the man.




  Then the doors open. There is no drama, no bursting. They sway open slowly, inch at a time, because what’s behind them is in no hurry. Instinct can afford to move slow, because it moves

  with a surety of purpose foreign to most things.




  Slugs. A lot of them. They push through the door, stumbling over each other. The first few fall to the ground and climb back to their feet slowly. The ones behind begin to lumber in the

  direction of the brothers.




  Okay, Abraham calls upwards. Okay. How about James? Robert? Michael? Frank? Richard?




  Abe, get straight, Moses says and brings a pistol out from his satchel.




  Goddamnit, Abraham says. How many of em do you reckon?




  Fifteen, twenty. Don’t shoot wild, we’re low on ammo.




  Abraham drops his satchel on the ground and unzips it. From it he pulls a blunted shotgun, the barrel sawn off just beyond the stock.




  The first few they take out with quick head shots to thin the herd. Then Abraham circles around the side of the group and begins tossing obstacles in their way – tables and light aluminium

  chairs, artificial plants in clay pots, light-weight kiosks. Anything that will stumble them up and make them easier to deal with one at a time. As he does this, Abraham continues to cry derision

  upwards to the man on the balcony.




  We’re gonna get you, you asshole. Billy, Fred, Simon, Lee, Gary, Paul, Albert, Roger, Carl, Michael.




  You already said Michael, the man above says through squealing laughter.




  Prick.




  Abraham grapples with one slug that’s got behind him somehow. The dead man is dressed in grey overalls with his name embroidered on them. He has a stringy beard and milky eyes – and

  when Abraham turns, the slug’s mouth is already open and ready to bite. Abraham takes aim with the shotgun and pulls the trigger, but he has miscounted the shells and realizes he’s out.

  Stumbling back against a metal counter, he reaches behind him to a canister filled with plastic utensils, grabs a handful of plastic knives and shoves them into the dead man’s open maw. Then

  he uses the palm of his other hand to ram the knives in deep, where they lodge with thick wetness in the back of the slug’s throat.




  Unable to bite down, the slug claws at Abraham with his useless cold hands, and Abraham pushes him backwards, sending him tumbling along the floor.




  On the other side of the food court, Moses has taken an iron adze from his satchel and backed himself against the metal gate. There are four slugs shambling towards him. He looks in their eyes.

  Humans made animal. He, too, has been animal on the earth. He feels no hatred towards these things, nor pity neither. They – the slugs and Moses himself – are objects in contention for

  space. That is all. And which object ultimately holds sway, he knows, is more a matter of nature’s hazard and caprice than the will of any bearded Overseer with a mission for humankind.




  Still and all, there’s got to be an order. There’s got to be.




  All right, he says. All right.




  He rushes forwards, raises the adze and, putting all his weight behind the swing, buries the curved blade of the instrument in the skull of one of the slugs. It is a woman, and her head hinges

  apart as though made to do so. Then Moses wrenches the adze out of her head and, in the same motion, swings it across the face of the next slug, whose jaw shatters. Fragments of teeth and bone fall

  to the cold tile floor like a smattering of summer hail. Another woman already has her teeth on Moses’ forearm, but he wears a leather jacket for just such a reason, and she has trouble

  gaining purchase. Instead, she leaves a long smear of rancid drool on his sleeve. He pushes her back and cleaves the side of her skull with the adze. Instantly, the life goes out of her, and she

  collapses to the ground.




  Where does it go? Moses wonders. All that motion, all that force. It must be released, invisible, into the world. If you could only catch it – then we would be as a civilization again

  instead of lost, lonely children wandering a wreckage of man.




  He takes care of the other two slugs, first an old man with spectacles and then the one without teeth.




  There is no grace in his motions, he knows. No elegance. It is not a dance. It is a labour, a hewing of wood, a digging of stone. He is a labourer, has always been. His hands have no delicacy.

  They are rough from use, prone to clumsiness, but also forceful. There are sniper hands and shotgun hands, and his are shotgun hands. If you give them an approximate mark, they are bound to do big

  and unsubtle damage.




  Across the way, he sees his brother Abraham rising from a pile of inanimate corpses. They have survived again – and it is no victory.




  There is one remaining slug, a man in overalls, stumbling to and fro, choking on a fistful of plastic knives jammed into the back of his throat. As Moses watches, Abraham moves slowly, as though

  exhausted, to where the last slug stands. With a thoughtfully tilted head, Abraham considers the dead man for an extended space of seconds, pushing aside the slug’s grasping fingers. Then he

  seems to glance around him, searching for a tool to finish the job.




  Moses steps over the pile of slugs before him and walks to where his brother is. He reaches out and offers Abraham the adze. His brother takes it, looks wearily once more at the slug with the

  mouthful of plastic, and then uses the adze to get shut of the business.




  Then the world comes back, the sound of their own deafening heartbeats fading into the background. And above them they hear the cackle of the man.




  Couple of gladiators, ain’t they? his voice says, half through the megaphone and half not as he is distracted from its use. It’s my own personal coliseum. You could get to be a rich

  man in the wasteland, couldn’t you? Games of chance – you ante up your life. So it goes, ain’t it?




  That way, Moses says to his brother, pointing to the collection of debris piled on the escalator to the mezzanine. Abraham goes first, delicately beginning the climb upwards, balancing against

  the shifting objects on the escalator. It is a slow climb, one they could not have accomplished with a passel of the dead behind them. But they will make it.




  Hey, says the little man on the balcony. Hey! It is not permitted! You ain’t guessed my name yet!




  They ignore him and continue to climb. Moses, a heavy bull of a man, makes a misstep and sends a deckful of chairs crashing down below, and for a second the whole assemblage threatens to

  collapse beneath them. But it holds, and they continue up. When Abraham gets to the top, he reaches a hand for his brother and helps him the rest of the way.




  Then they see the man himself. He is dressed like a harlequin in an outfit of patches sewn together from a hundred different items of clothing. It is a wonder to behold because of its

  purposeless grandeur. There are clothes everywhere – the world full of clothes to be had whole and for free to anyone who wants to claim them. There is no need to construct new ones –

  sewing a science for times of luxury that are long past. But here, on this man, is an outfit of loving craftsmanship – a bricolage of textiles in a spectrum of colours. He wears a hat, too,

  stitched together in the same way – a triangular cap with a brim that comes to a point in front and makes him look like a degraded Robin Hood.
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