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    His Daddy was Grotesque. His Momma was a half. His brother Wyn had the gift, and at the age of fourteen was taken, schooled, and never seen again. Payne was eleven at the time. He felt left behind and excluded, which happened often with his brother and made him mad. The other things he felt he didn't have names for.

    For a long time after that he thought about his brother. Sometimes he heard him in his room, but when he looked, the room was empty. Sometimes he saw him on the street, but it always turned out to be another boy.

    His Daddy said that he'd get over it, and after a while he told him that he had to. Missing someone was one thing, but pining for something you couldn't have was a sorry waste of time. Gone for Grotesques was a fact of life. Gone was one in ten. Better that he get his mind on something productive and useful.

    His Momma put up pennies. Pared down, scrimped and saved. Preparing for the day of Payne's coming-of-age, in case that he, against all odds, be similarly gifted. To bribe whoever needed to be bribed. Or failing that, to send the boy away. Anything to keep him from being taken from her. Her one remaining child. Her baby.

    [image: images]

    The day that Payne turned fourteen was hot and windy. It was summer, and in summer the air in Gode was never still. It blew across the desert plain from sunup to sundown and often through the night, sometimes gently, sometimes fiercely, stirring up the earth, raising whirlwinds of dust, shifting sand. It was a moody wind, and on this day it couldn't seem to make its mind up, alternating ferocious gusts that seemed intent on wiping out the ancient city with periods of tranquility and calm. The night before, Payne hadn't slept, anxious and excited for the day to come. Now that it was here, he was as restless as the wind, and he was scared.

    He liked his life the way it was, loved his parents, felt loved and secure in return. He liked his room, which, cramped and tiny as it was, was his. The cracks and patches in the walls were familiar and comforting to him. The dirt floor he hated sweeping was cool underfoot, and it helped him sleep in the hot nights, for his bed was pitched on top of it. And his treasures—the stick that his father had carved and painted to help calm his fear of snakes, the skull-shaped rock that Wyn had bequeathed to him, the book of birthday portraits his mother added to every year—how could he leave these behind? And his other treasures, the odds and ends a boy his age collected and spun stories about, the toys whose lives depended on him as much as he did them…they'd be lost without his guiding hand and presence. Parting with them would be like parting with himself. He could not do it.

    He felt fortunate, then, that he wouldn't have to. The chances were so very slim. One in ten, or nine in ten in his favor. And two children in a single family, two in a row, two of two, was practically unheard-of. And that was only going by the numbers. More importantly, his os melior showed no signs of life. For the past six months his parents had asked him about it nearly every day, and every day his answer was the same. This lifelessness was possibly the result of the herbal decoction his father brewed for him and diligently made him drink each week. Or maybe the heated pebbles his mother gently piled atop the opening. These were measures to disable the os, for while his parents hoped for the best, they did not rely on hope. And as for chance, they were not gamblers.

    As his birthday approached and their anxiety naturally grew, he had taken to telling them first thing each morning. No, he'd say before they even asked, it's fine, there's nothing happening. It's nonfunctional, like yours. It's not like Wyn's was. He made a point not to mention the faint, fluttery sensation and tiny wave of warmth he felt on rare occasions near the opening. It was so brief and evanescent that it didn't seem worth calling attention to. It would only make them more anxious. He knew how much they suffered from his brother's loss, and he wouldn't have caused them further grief for anything.

    From time to time, however, he wondered what it would be like to have an os like Wyn's. A fully functional, healing os. He thought of all the people he would help. And the physical sensation of being alive that way. And to follow in his brother's footsteps, that would be a dream come true. He'd make his brother—or his brother's memory, since that's all that was left—proud.

    His mother hadn't slept the night before, either. She'd tossed and turned and lain awake for what seemed an eternity before finally rising at the coming of the day. Immediately, she started in on housework. She swept the floor of the common room and dampened it with water. She wiped the chairs and dining table of dust. She built a fire and put a pot up to make the sweetened tea that she would offer the examiners. She unwrapped the cakes that she had baked the previous evening and arranged them on a tray. These chores helped calm her nerves, like little prayers. For a few precious minutes they allowed her the illusion of control.


    When she was done, she turned her attention to herself, bathing, then changing her clothes. Normally, she wore her long hair braided, but for these visitors, who would prefer not to have to look at the bubble of bone at the top of her head, she put it up.

    Now she looked positively human. She added earrings. Absentmindedly, she fingered her neck, touching naked skin where her heirloom necklace, her most treasured possession, had been. She had sold it and felt bereaved, not for having had to part with such a treasure but for being powerless to protect her son. Bribery hardly ever worked with the examiners, although sometimes it did. Especially if a child's gift was minimal. If it weren't, if like her Wyn's it was strong and promising, then it was useless trying to intervene. The examiners were on the lookout for such children, who were feathers in their cap. Reputations and careers could be made on finding them.

    She had given up the thought of sending Payne away. No one dared to take him, and even had there been someone, where would they have gone? Rampart was out of the question. The only other road from Gode petered out in the desert. There had once been a city farther south, but it had long ago fell to ruin. Except for those poor children who had the misfortune of passing the examination and being torn from their families, people born in Gode remained.

    After dressing and finishing with her hair, she fetched the money she had put away. Most of it was in the form of coins, which were tightly stuffed into a leather pouch that she'd kept hidden in the toe of an old boot. To her the pouch felt heavy, although she worried that to a hand accustomed to receiving bribes, it would feel light. On the chance that it did not suffice she considered other measures she might take, measures that other mothers had taken. In preparing for this day, she had talked to countless women and heard countless stories and pieces of advice. Some were shocking. Others literally defied imagination. And while she had been unable to substantiate the rumors of success of any of these interventions, she kept an open mind. She had lost one son already, and if it came to it, she would take whatever means were necessary to prevent the same from happening to the other.

    She slipped the pouch into the bodice of her dress, then went to wake up Payne, pausing at the curtain that separated his room from the common room to peek past its edge and gaze on him unobserved. He was lying on his bed, awake, staring at the ceiling. She knew that he was nervous about this day and also knew that he would try to hide it. He was a quiet boy, reserved and thoughtful, unlike his brother, who had been impetuous, outspoken, and sometimes brash. She missed her firstborn more than she had words for, but she drew strength from knowing that he had the tools to look out for himself in whatever way he could. Her younger son, by contrast, was a dreamer. If there came a time that he had to defend himself, she feared he wouldn't know where or how to begin.

    The sound of the front door opening startled her, but it was her husband, not the other ones, not yet. He'd been gone since nightfall, in search of a plant that grew only in a certain distant wash and bloomed by night but was best harvested at dawn. She hadn't known how worried she was if he would make it back in time until, on seeing him, she felt a wave of relief. He quickly closed the door to keep the sand and dust from blowing in, removed his robe, then crossed the room and embraced her. Over his shoulder he carried a woven bag, and in it was a scraggly bush of the plant he'd sought. One drooping white-petaled flower poked out of the bag's mouth, but the rest of it was tucked inside and wrapped in a cloth. She kept her distance from the bag, and he was careful not to let its contents prick her.

    She asked if he was hungry. He was, but food would wait. He took a moment to look at her. Very nice, he said. Very human.

    In reply, she kissed the pleated ridge that swept across the side of his skull, silently praising him for being who he was. Not once had he mentioned the necklace so conspicuously absent from her neck. Nor had she seen fit to call attention to the wedding ring missing recently from his finger. Some things were better left unsaid, and these required no explanation.

    Together, they drew aside the curtain to their son's room. He was sitting up in bed, half-dressed, waiting for them. His father knelt beside him on the floor, removed the bundle from his bag and carefully unwrapped the cloth. The long gray stalks of the desert plant were studded with thorns; its leaves were small and inconspicuous. Silently, Payne watched his father take a knife from his belt and slice and chop the stalks into smaller pieces. His mother also watched, but after a while she gathered her dress, knelt down and took her son's hands, commanding his attention.

    They might not have another chance to talk before the examination, she explained, and she wanted to let him know how much she loved him and how proud she was of him. And to thank him for understanding why, despite the fact his os posed no danger, they felt it necessary to take such precautions. It wasn't easy being saddled with such worriers for parents. She said this with a smile and a look of deep affection, and ended by telling him how confident she was that everything would turn out fine. The examination was a mere formality. It would be over quickly, and then life would return to normal.

    Midway through the morning the examiners arrived. They knocked then entered swiftly, relieved, it seemed, to be out of the now raging wind. There were three of them—two men, one woman—all humans. One of the men was a doctor. He wore the mantle of the office, had oily hair, a fleshy mouth, and a portly build. The other was an enforcer. He carried a variety of shiny weapons and implements of restraint and kept his face expressionless. The woman was elderly, maybe even ancient. She was short and bent, and her face was hidden by a cowl. She dragged her feet across the floor in a shuffle.

    Once inside, the doctor made perfunctory introductions. He was Valid, Doctor of the Mental Latitudes, and would be in charge. The woman was Unerrant Sorly, Class and Figure Five. The enforcer was Lieutenant Crisp.


    Dr. Valid explained their purpose in coming and what they hoped to achieve. The speech, which he gave by rote, was a mandate of the law. Once he had dispensed with it and settled the Unerrant and then himself into a chair, he asked to see the boy.

    Payne's mother gave a cordial nod. The boy would join them shortly. But she had to apologize, for he was sick. Always sick. Her son was a sickly boy.

    Meanwhile, would they like some tea and cake? It was a thirsty day, and selecting children to be taken from their families for the honor of serving humans was a hungry business.

    “It is an honor,” answered Dr. Valid. “Make no mistake. And your offer is a kind one. But if we stopped to eat each time that food was offered us, we'd not get far. Fat, though. We would get fat.”

    He stole a glance at the tray of cakes perched atop the dining table, and this was followed by a sigh and then a reconsideration. While it was an indulgence to eat, he noted, it was a discourtesy to be ungrateful. In the interest of good manners, then, he'd have a nibble.

    She served each of them, first cake and then the sweetened tea. The Unerrant's hand trembled like a leaf, and her cup and saucer rattled as she lifted them. Dr. Valid ate with relish. He cleared his plate of every crumb, complimented the cook, had a second helping, then fastidiously wiped his lips and repeated his request to see the boy.

    Payne's mother promised to produce him. First, though, might she have a word in private with them? With all due respect, for it was certainly not her place to judge, they were the authorities, she a mere mother, but her son was a clumsy, slow, dull-witted child. And prone to illness and bouts of deep depression. He was difficult to manage. A trying, taxing boy to be around. To be quite blunt, and here she dropped her voice in strictest confidence, he'd be a waste of their time and effort. She truly wished that it were otherwise, but he wouldn't last a week away from home.

    Some examiners were amateurs, some frankly doltish, but Dr. Valid was neither of these. While he much preferred to speak, listening was a part of his job, and he did what was required of him, hearing her out. When she was done, he replied that at least in one respect he agreed with her. It was not her place to judge.

    “You are his mother. Mothers are made to love their children, not judge them. That's why we are here. So if you please, leave that task to us.”

    She started to reply, but he halted her. “Madam, I've heard every manner of excuse you could imagine. Every entreaty, every flight of fancy, every plea. So please, spare yourself the trouble. Spare all of us.” He paused, holding up a finger to keep her from interrupting.

    “I understand how difficult it is to stand by and not interfere. To hold your peace when all you want to do is speak out. What parent would not want to stand up for their beloved child?” He paused again, this time, it seemed, more for the effect.

    “I'll answer that myself: none that I would care to know. Which is why we suggest you leave the room during the examination. It makes it so much easier and less burdensome. For all concerned.”

    She had no intention of leaving and told him so, taking care to thank him for his thoughtfulness.

    He studied her, as if deciding whether to force the issue. After a moment he shrugged.

    “Suit yourself. Now please, the boy.”

    Instead, she reached into her dress and drew out the purse of coins. It was warm from contact with her skin. She offered it to Dr. Valid, who made no move to take it.

    “You don't believe me,” he said wearily. “They never do.”

    It was Crisp, eventually, who took it from her. He loosened its strings, peered inside, then passed it on to Valid for his inspection.

    “Quite light,” the doctor observed, juggling it in his palm. “But I'm sure you don't mean to measure your son's worth in money. Nor do we.” He returned the purse to Crisp, who pocketed it. “No more delays now, or I'll get cross. If you please, the boy.”


    “Take me instead,” she said.

    “Excuse me?”

    “I'll be a subject for your experiments.”

    He raised an eyebrow. “Mine?”

    “The ones they do in Rampart.”

    He considered for a moment. “Come here. Let me look at you.”

    Steeling herself, she went to him, and he perused her. He had her lift her arms, turn, bend at the waist, straighten. At his command she took down her hair, exposing the raised hump of her skull. He eyed this without comment, then questioned her.

    “Do you know how unlikely it is your son will pass the test? How minimal the chances are he has the gift?”

    “He doesn't,” she told him bluntly.

    “Then you have nothing to worry about.”

    “You took my first.”

    “Even less likely then.”

    This wasn't true, but even if it were, any likelihood at all was too much of one. “Did I pass your test? That's all I need to know. Can I assume we have a deal?”

    “It makes no sense. Why leave him without his mother? Why abandon him when you yourself say there's no need?”

    “Do you have children, Doctor?”

    That, he said, was immaterial.

    She thought not. “I don't want him subjected to this procedure. This test. I don't want him humiliated in any way.”

    He frowned, then shook his head, looking disappointed. “You people baffle me. Do you have any idea of a healer's worth? How much good they do? How essential they are? In Gode the gift means nothing and never will, but in the world outside it's one of the most precious things there is.”

    “And the Drain?”

    “Enough,” said Valid. “Bring the boy to me.”


    She eyed him and then the Enforcer, who in turn was eying her, ready, she was sure, to intervene at a moment's notice. She could beg them but sensed that that would only make things worse. Other, more extreme measures crossed her mind, but wisely, she rejected them. She hated these people but had no choice. She would have to trust the odds, along with what she and her husband had done to influence them.

    She called her son. Almost instantly he appeared, followed by his father, who towered over him. To his mother's eye Payne seemed not quite there. His father bent down and whispered something in his ear, then straightened up and with a hand planted on his shoulder, guided him across the room.

    Valid watched impassively, observing the boy. When he halted an arm's length away, he bid him come nearer. But before Payne could obey, his father stepped in front of him. Reaching in a pocket, he announced he had a business proposition.

    Instantly, Lieutenant Crisp was on him. He grabbed his hand and twisted it behind his back. Then he patted him down for a weapon. What he found instead was a pouch of precious and semiprecious stones.

    Valid was impressed. “Such largesse. And they say Grotesques do not know how to treat their guests. Stand back, Lieutenant. Give the man room to breathe.”

    Crisp did as he was told, allowing Payne's father to empty out the pouch. The stones, for which he'd pawned his wedding ring and everything else remotely of value to him, filled the broad cup of his hand. He offered them to Valid in exchange for the life of his son.

    Valid scowled. “His life? I don't traffic in life. Human, tesque or otherwise. You offend me.”

    “His freedom then.”

    “Now that's different. Freedom, sadly, can be bought and sold. Bribery, however, is unlawful.” He made a motion with his hand. “Put away your jewels. Buy something for your wife. And take heart. As I explained to her, the odds are with you. Decidedly.”


    So saying, he returned his attention to Payne. “Now, young man. You see how much your parents love you. I'm sure you're worth every ounce. Come closer so that I may judge for myself.”

    Payne did as he was told, maintaining his composure as best he could. The thorns that his father had collected and methodically pricked him with that morning helped. In addition to further muting whatever incipient healing power he might possess, they had a distancing effect on his mind. Everything that was happening to him seemed faraway, as if it were happening to someone else.

    Valid looked into his face, noting that his pupils, despite the room's dimness, were constricted, then felt his pulse and scowled. To Payne's father he said, “Why do this thing? Did you think I wouldn't notice? Do I look like a novice to you?”

    From a pocket he produced a small dark vial, stoppered with a bulb-topped dropper. Unscrewing it, he sucked up a dropper full of the vial's amber liquid, which he squirted beneath Payne's tongue.

    A minute later, the drug began to take effect, counteracting the one his father had administered. Payne felt his heart speed up. The room brightened, as his pupils ballooned. The sense that he was elsewhere, in a muffled and protected world, disappeared. The skin of his back began to tingle where his father had pricked him with the thorns. He felt warm, then cold, and broke into a sweat.

    Valid seemed to take his reaction for fear, which was a common, if not universal, response to the examination, and he had ready words of reassurance. They were not there to hurt him or anyone. If he'd heard that, then what he'd heard was wrong. The test was quick and it was painless. Many, in fact, found it pleasurable.

    Payne glanced at his father, whose face was stony and controlled, then back at Valid. He was frightened, but truth be told, a little curious about this test. He didn't want to pass, of course, but he also didn't want to fail.

    “Anything else?” Valid asked impatiently, addressing Payne's parents. “No? Then with your permission we'll proceed.”


    Rising from his chair, he extended a hand to Unerrant Sorly and helped her to her feet. She was very old, and once she pushed back her cowl to reveal her face, it was clear that she was also very ill. Her eyes were dull and sunken. Her skin was gray and her lips were cracked. Her tired hair lay like pale threads across the mottled cap of her scalp.

    Using Valid's arm for support, she slowly shuffled forward, until she stood in front of Payne. She touched his face, felt the sheen of sweat across his protuberant forehead, peered into his eyes.

    “Don't be afraid,” she whispered, her voice as dry as leaves, her breath sour. “It's just a test. A little probe. Nothing deep or harmful. We would never hurt a child.”

    She smiled a toothless smile, which did little to allay Payne's apprehension. He'd been told by his parents what to expect, but nothing had quite prepared him for this woman.

    She was an Unerrant, and she looked to be dying because, in fact, she was. Perennially dying, poised forever on the brink. All her systems were in a state of failure, which made her the perfect tool for the examiners, the supreme diagnostician. She was a magnet for healing energy, drawn to it like north to south, like full to empty, like yes to no. It was said that Unerrants recognized immediately when someone had the power to heal, overt or covert or incipient, for they were attracted to its merest whisper, awake to its most subtle, hidden nuance, often long before the one who was gifted knew.

    Hunched at the waist, she stood arm to arm beside Payne and laced her fingers into his, pressing their palms together with surprising tenacity and strength. Valid then wrapped a broad cloth around their forearms. Payne felt a little tingle in his skin but nothing more. His os melior, notably, felt as lifeless and inert as stone.

    He threw a glance at his father, then his mother. Their faces were drawn and tense, and to their palpable relief he shook his head.

    Valid saw the exchange and shrugged. He was a philosophic man. The world needed healers, but he did not relish tearing children from their families. It was grim work, and he looked forward to the day when their research bore fruit, for then there would be a far greater supply of what was now a rare and precious commodity. There would be no need to steal an apple when the trees were everywhere, and every tree was ripe with fruit.

    He unwrapped the cloth, folded it and put it away. He helped himself to one last piece of cake, then made his way to the door.

    Where he paused. Unerrant Sorly had not followed him. Unerrant Sorly, in fact, had not let go of Payne.

    Her eyes were gleaming. Her face had taken on a blissful, rapturous look.

    Valid chided himself for being hasty. Normally, she was quicker to let him know. Then again, normally she did not get quite so swept away as, clearly, she was now.

    He had trouble unpeeling her fingers. She swatted at him with her free hand, which was also unusual behavior, and in sympathy he gave her a few minutes more. At length, though, it was time to end the liaison, and he was forced to separate her from the boy. He handed her to Crisp, who, against her wishes, escorted her to the door.

    Payne was confused and frightened. He had felt something he had never felt before. From a distance he heard the doctor tell him to pack his things and hug his parents and say good-bye. His father's face was ashen. His mother had crumpled into tears. He was going on a journey, the doctor said, a lifelong journey, full of deeds of healing and service.
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    Five years later, long on lessons but short on experience, he received his first assignment, the Pannus Mining Company, which shipped him immediately to its Great North Mine. Remote and isolated, the mine had been in continuous operation for more than a hundred years. It was legendary for its wealth of ore, having yielded trainload upon trainload of high-grade copper and of late, other, more exotic minerals. Legendary, too, for the breed of miner it attracted: hard-bitten, self-sufficient, able to withstand the long, harsh winters, the lack of amenities, the isolation. Taciturn men who favored the company of other men or no one. Payne's job was to keep them healthy enough to work. In its wisdom the Pannus Corporation kept the healer tours of duty brief. His was slated for three years.

    The trip to the mine took a week by rail. He was the sole tesque in a four-car passenger train filled with miners. It was summer, and traffic to and from the mine was at its peak. The rails were clear, the days were long, and miners, being miners, were on the move. There was not a lot of talk among the men; it was a point of pride to look and act reserved. But beneath the surface there was an undercurrent of excitement. A new mine, whatever its record or reputation, always conjured the hope of being better than the last.

    For the first few days they traveled through a prairie with tall grass as thick as fur, bleached pale yellow by the sun and swept by gusts of wind. Payne had never seen such grass before, nor such a plain. There seemed no end to it, no limit; it stretched as far as the eye could see in all directions. Overhead, the summer sun seemed suspended in an equally vast sky. It hovered up above like a kiting bird, and when it neared the horizon, it hovered there as well, as though afraid to set and put an end to the day. And it rarely did set, and rarely rose: as they drew farther and farther north, the days grew longer and longer. Nights were brief and never fully dark. Payne found it hard to sleep in the insubstantial, gauzy light.

    One day passed, and then another, and another. The landscape didn't vary, mile after mile of the same pan-flat prairie and cloudless sky. Before long, he lost track of time and distance. In dreams and half-dreams he imagined that he would never reach his destination, that the longer he traveled, the longer he would have to travel. When he searched the faces of his fellow passengers for someone who might share this peculiar and troubling thought, all he saw is what he usually saw when their eyes happened to meet: indifference.

    They weren't interested in him and kept their distance, which was a human habit when it came to tesques. It was a pity, he thought, and a wasted opportunity, for humans were notoriously ignorant of his kind. They were also, it was said (and he was taught), notoriously fragile creatures, at heart soft but on the surface guarded and hard to get to know. Which was also a pity, because he was interested in learning more about them. And he could have used the company, for it was a long journey to endure alone.


    Then one day there was a break in the monotony. Something new on the horizon, a line of darker color set off against the flaxen pallor of the grass. It stretched north to south a great distance, and steadily widened, like ink spreading through cotton, broadening from a narrow stripe into a band and then a sheet. The color of the plain seemed to change before he saw what caused the change, before he even could discern movement. Ort, someone said, and then the train's brakes squealed, and everyone in the car lurched forward, then back against their seats. The herd was still a quarter mile away when the train ground to a halt. Payne pressed his face against the glass in great excitement as the tide of near-legendary animals approached.

    Ochre-colored and glossy-skinned, with shaggy hair, blunt noses and rounded heads, ort walked on two stout legs, with a third, thinner and more agile limb behind them. They were only slightly taller than the tallest grass, and like a flock of birds or school of fish seemed to travel as a single entity, veering one way then the next for no discernible reason but always in the same general direction. They reached the train, engulfed it, and with no more sound than that of bodies brushing grass, moved on. There were thousands of them, hundreds of thousands; Payne tried to keep his eye on one, any one, to study it, but couldn't. They were so similar to one another and so numerous, his eye kept flicking from one to the next, and it occurred to him that this might be a survival mechanism, that a predator, if there were such a thing for ort, might have the same difficulty singling one out. Indeed, there was no word in the language for a single ort, no distinction made between one and many. As far as anyone had observed, the animals did everything together, moved and ate and bathed and slept and mated in large, often enormous, throngs. They lived together and they also died together, a fact that the Pannus Corporation had been quick to notice but slow to absorb, slow to assimilate and fully comprehend. The early trains, on encountering a herd, plowed right through it, the soft, pliant creatures no match for the impatient wheels and hard, pointed prows of the locomotives. The conductors might have stopped had there not been a timetable to keep and ore to deliver. Besides, an animal with any brain at all should have known the meaning of danger or at least known enough to learn from its mistakes. It was a pity, but not to be helped, for industry required a wide berth, and progress, as everybody agreed, had a mind of its own.

    Thing was, when one ort died, others came forward. If blood happened to be spilled, and blood was, much blood, many ort came to investigate. More of them died, which in turn drew still more, until the tracks were covered with the creatures, sometimes for a mile ahead, milling, cooing, lowing, and doing that strange thing that ort did with their third appendage.

    Blocked and surrounded, the trains could not proceed. Victims of their very speed and doggedness, they foundered.

    It was a scary business, for conductors, engineers and passengers alike. Here they were, awash in a sea of animals with globelike, rather human-looking faces, that had every reason to be peeved and out of sorts, every reason, if so inclined, to seek revenge. But ort were not vengeful creatures, or if they were, it took a form beyond what humans understood. All they wanted, it seemed, was to stand with their dead, mingle with them and perhaps prevent further killing. At any rate, the trains could not move until they dispersed. Later trains carried bounty hunters to shoot the animals, which they did by the hundreds, by the thousands. But this did nothing to diminish the herds; in fact it seemed to have the opposite effect of increasing them, exponentially, until the plains—and, more to the point, the railroad cutting through them—were literally overrun with ort. It seemed that the death of even a modest number of animals had a profound effect on the entire herd, far and near, transforming all save a tiny portion into breeding females. Simultaneously, it shortened the gestation period and dramatically increased the number of offspring, sending the birth rate soaring. The hunters could not keep up. The hunters, it turned out, were their own worst enemies.

    So now there were no hunters. There was no killing, no carnage, no barreling of train through flesh. The conductors, upon sight of a herd of ort, would instantly cut back the throttle and apply the brakes, giving the animals room to breathe and time to pass. If it took hours (and it never took less), then it took hours. An entire day, then it took a day. Going faster only slowed things down.

    The last ort crossed the tracks at dawn, and the train resumed its run. Later that day Payne caught sight of a line of hills in the distance, blue and hazy, and beyond them, higher hills. They wavered and bent in the waves of heat radiating off the grass, and when the train tracks took a lazy turn and he lost sight of them, he thought that maybe he'd been dreaming. But then he noticed a subtle change in the cadence of the wheels as they ticked along the rails—a slowing, as if they'd begun to climb a gentle grade. Trees appeared, scattered broadbeams with enormous horizontal branches, bronze-skinned arbitis, fat-trunked puzzlewoods with jigsaw bark. The land began to rise, inconspicuously at first, but soon audaciously. Hills swept up on either side of them, rolling into one another like waves of water, like muscles. Some were cut by dried-up, jagged creek beds, some were smooth, some topped by rocks that looked like fists. Payne had never seen such land before. Desert born and bred, schooled like a monk, he had rarely seen a tree.

    All day long they climbed, and all through the brief and ersatz night, and for once Payne was happy with the partial darkness, the ever-present twilight glow. Too excited to sleep, and too enchanted, he stared out the window, watching the land soar up around him and the trees multiply.

    By dawn they were encased in a forest, stands of fir and pine so dense they kept the ground perennially in shade. Paralleling the tracks was a river, another miracle that Payne had never seen. Such an extravagance of water. In Gode the only riverbeds were dry ones and the only water at the bottom of deep wells.

    After a while, the train began to labor as the grade steepened. The river dropped away into a slotted canyon, and the trees all at once seemed to be leaning forward, as if into a stiff wind.

    Without warning the car was plunged into a thick and total darkness. It was a shock, and at first Payne thought that something dreadful had gone wrong. He was frightened, and apparently some of the other men were, too. But then he heard the word “tunnel,” and shortly after that, they emerged to light and level ground.

    Now the train seemed bent on reaching its destination without delay. It surged forward, and the stout trees that lined the tracks whipped past. Some of the miners began to gather their belongings. Payne had only one small bag, and he took it down from the overhead rack and held it in his lap.

    An hour later the train slowed and with a long, tired squeal of its brakes, accompanied by the shifting creak of heavy metal, came to a grinding halt. On one side of them stood a weathered wooden platform, and beyond it, a wide expanse of flat, cleared land. Here, enormous trucks were busy digging, scooping, pushing, scraping and loading. Some had big buckets in their fronts; some, thick steel plates; some, massive jaws; some, interlocking tusklike pincers. They moved on gigantic spiked metal wheels or on equally gigantic treads. Mounds of rock, some the size of small hills, were being bullied into shape. A pair of cranes, looming over these hills hungrily, like their namesakes, were simultaneously disassembling them, bucketful by huge bucketful, transferring the rock to empty hopper cars. Other, fully laden cars were being coupled to an engine. The yard was the source of a symphony of blaring, belching, rasping, thunderous noise. The air above it was smeared with smoke and dust. For a hundred yards in every direction the ground trembled.

    One by one the miners exited, congregating loosely on the platform. A man appeared and led them down a broad dirt road that gradually climbed and circled above the yard, then disappeared behind a hill. Payne followed, keeping to the rear of the group. After a week of travel he was happy to be outside, and he slowed, enjoying the freshness of the air. The sun beat down on him, and he enjoyed this, too. It was a whole new world here, and despite his lowly position, he considered himself a lucky man.

    The road wound around the hill, then forked, the right branch leading northward through a copse of fir and spruce, the left leveling off to become the main street of the camp proper. At the fork Payne got his first glimpse of Pannus Mountain. It took his breath away.

    It was immense, shoulder after shoulder of bare-knuckled rock sweeping upward to a dome-shaped summit capped with snow. The rock was mostly gray, and it was fissured into enormous slabs and faces, which were separated by vertical chutes and chimneys, some of which looked to be hundreds of feet tall. Cliffs gave way to ledges, which gave way to new and higher cliffs. It seemed, in fact, that this one mountain was made of many mountains. He had never seen a thing so massive or so big.

    Or so oddly shaped. One whole face of it looked all wrong—scooped out and craterous and deformed, as though some mythic bird as mighty as the mountain itself had come and taken an enormous bite of it. Or as if the mountain had been eviscerated and then imploded on itself, which, in a sense, is what had happened. It had been mined since ancient times, but in the century since Pannus had lain claim to it, the mining had accelerated: millions upon millions of tons of rock had been excavated from the mountain. Beneath the surface it was honeycombed with tunnels, riddled with them, in some places riddled rotten. In parts of its upper reaches it had been almost entirely hollowed out and allowed to cave in upon itself. Which is why it looked so lopsided and so strange. It was an awesome sight, this vast, transfigured monolith. Payne had never felt so tiny. Or so in the presence of something beyond his powers of expression. He'd seen a forest, he'd seen a river, and now he'd seen a mountain. Life would never be the same.

    By the time he started up again, the men were out of sight, and he made his way into the camp alone. The first building that he came to was some kind of storage shed, the next, what appeared to be a bunkhouse. Across from it a man was sitting on a porch, feet resting on a rail, watching him. Payne smiled and crossed the road to introduce himself and ask directions. The man regarded him for quite a while before eventually pointing the way.

    Ten minutes later, he stood in front of the mine and camp headquarters, a solid-looking wooden building with painted siding and an overhanging A-frame roof. A black dog lounging in the shadows jumped up and barked as he approached. The door to the building swung open, and a man in overalls came out. He halted when he saw Payne, looked him up and down, spat in the dirt, then motioned with his thumb for him to go in, he was expected.

    The door to the building was ajar, but Payne took no liberties; despite what he'd been told, he knocked. A rig nearby was kicking up a racket, and he could barely hear the sound of his own knuckles. He knocked louder, to no response, and after waiting for what seemed a polite amount of time, he entered.

    The site boss, a lanky man with short-cropped salt-and-pepper hair, was looking out a window on the far side of the room, his face averted, his back to the door. There were several beat-up chairs on the uneven wooden floor, small casement windows in all the walls, a desk, and an ancient potbellied stove in one corner. Payne couldn't tell if the man knew he was there and cleared his throat to announce his presence.

    The boss didn't turn. “Have a seat.”

    Payne did as he was told.

    “Nice trip?”

    He nodded, then realized he would have to speak. “Yes. Very interesting.”

    “Too damn long if you ask me.” His attention was fixed on something in the distance. “What the hell?” He leaned forward as if to get a better look, swore, then wheeled around and with a scowl rushed out of the room. Ten minutes later he was back. “Morons. You'd think they see a line go all goofy like that they'd know to cut the switch.”

    He looked to be about sixty. Gray eyes, lined and weathered face, stubbled chin, with a prominent, beak-shaped gouge in one temple that might have come from a bird of prey but more likely was from a rock.

    “Bunch of clowns. I'm too old for this. Tell me you're not a clown.”

    “No, sir.”

    “So what's your story?”

    “My story?”

    The boss grumbled something, evidently still displeased, and continued glaring out the window. At length the tension eased off his face and, satisfied, it seemed, that things were finally under control, or at least as much under control as he could hope for, he took a seat behind his desk and turned his attention to Payne.

    “So you're the new healer.”

    “Yes, sir.”

    “You look too young to be a healer.”

    Payne did not reply.

    “You ever worked before?”

    He shook his head.

    The boss shook his. “That's great. And I don't suppose you've ever been in a mine before.”

    “No, sir. But I've read what I could. I've studied them.”

    “You've studied them.”

    “Yes, sir.”

    His face sagged, as if punctured. “What's your name, son?”

    “Payne.”

    “Well, Payne, let me tell you something. I've studied mines, forty years’ worth, the last twenty here at Pannus. Inside out, top to bottom, hardrock mining. What you've done, I wouldn't know what to call it, except I wouldn't call it studying. You go down in the hole, that's studying. You set timber and work the face, that's studying. You get trapped behind a wall of rock and wonder if they'll get to you in time, that's some real close studying.” He paused, as if remembering something. “Lucky for you, mucking rock's not why you're here. That's the last thing I want you doing. Your job's to keep my men fit to work. You do that, everybody's happy. You don't, we're not.”

    “I will,” said Payne.

    “That's good. Then we understand each other.”

    He lifted a paper from his desk and started reading it. Half a minute later he looked up. “Is there something else?”

    Payne was so thirsty for conversation that he wanted there to be, but he couldn't think of anything.

    The boss regarded him, not unsympathetically. “Get settled in. I'll send someone to show you around. You start work tomorrow.”

    Payne nodded, stood, and was halfway out the door when the man's voice stopped him. “They really have books about what we do?”

    “A few.”

    “Any good?”

    At this stage Payne had little to compare them to. “Sure. I guess. Kind of dry. But interesting.”

    “They should talk to me. I've seen things you wouldn't believe.”

    He made a little noise then shook his head at the wonder of it all, marveling, it seemed, at the breadth and richness of his own experience. In his callused hands and lined, scarred face lay the accumulation of a lifetime's work, the triumphs and the tragedies, the friendships gained and lost, the daily grind along with the crazy, the unheard-of, the unexpected, and the unexplained.

    “You say it's dry, but there's nothing dry about it. Mining's wet and dangerous and dirty work. Brings out the worst in some, the best in others. One thing I can tell you though: it's a helluva way to make a living.”

    Payne found his quarters, which were contiguous to the healing center, a fifteen-minute walk away. Together, they occupied a building near the adit, the main entrance to the mine. The quarters were small, which, given the paucity of his belongings, was not a privation. The healing center was considerably larger. It housed two chairs, a standard examining table, one free-standing metal cabinet, and several shelves of instruments and supplies. At the back of the center behind a narrow door was the disposal chamber, and between it and the main room, separated by a curtain, the healing bed.

    It was an old and lumpy bed that had seen a lot of use. The ticking was shiny with wear, and a good part of the stuffing was missing. Most patients, and probably quite a few healers, would have turned their noses up at such a bed. But to Payne it was a thing of beauty. He got a shiver down his spine at the sight of it. A healer healed in many different ways, but never more than when he got to use the bed.

    He touched it, tentatively at first, almost tenderly, running his hand along its surface, feeling the worn-out fabric and the dips and crests beneath it, wondering what healer had lain on it before him and whether he would measure up. He sat on it, then gave in and lay completely down. It felt strange. The bed was molded to another body. He shifted around, trying to get comfortable, then closed his eyes. Healing depended on being focused and relaxed, but he felt just the opposite. No matter: for now his mind could race and his heart beat wildly. His imagination could soar a million miles above the ground. There would be plenty of time later to reel it in and do what he was trained to do. The bed was shaped to someone else, but soon it would be shaped to him.

    There was a connecting door from the center to his quarters, and he returned, waiting for someone to come and escort him around. An hour passed, then another, and assuming he'd been forgotten, he decided to have a look for himself. The nearest building to his was large and quonset-shaped and sat just outside the adit. It seemed vacant, and quietly, he let himself in.

    It was a vast space, with a concrete floor and curving metal walls that seemed to amplify his footsteps. Bolted into the floor were rows and rows of benches. Above the benches, suspended from the ceiling, were wire cages of clothes and equipment. By the door was a large pegboard partially covered with shiny, hanging metal discs, each one embossed with a number. A changing room, he guessed, empty now but probably not for long. The air had the pungent smell of human sweat, male bodies, old socks and underwear.

    Payne was male, but here he felt like an intruder. An inner voice warned him to be careful. This place had the feel of hallowed ground.

    Humans fascinated him, both men and women; he had no bias when it came to gender—no preference, no prejudice. He would have liked the opportunity to treat both sexes, would have liked the variety, but men alone would do. What worried him a little, and only a little, for he was certain that with time he would adjust, was these particular men, this group of men, these miners. He feared that they were different from other human males. Rougher, tougher, more aggressive. More concentratedly male, if there were such a thing: males distilled. Males, for want of a better word, more masculine. The way they lived and worked—in close, cramped quarters and dangerous conditions far removed from other human beings—had to attract a certain kind of person, independent and able-bodied but also slightly misanthropic, he guessed, short on niceties and long on having things their way. Such a person would not take kindly to authority. As a tesque he had no authority to begin with, but as a healer he could envision a situation where he might. He would have to be very careful how and when he used it.

    He lingered in the room for a while, lost in thought, which was a mistake, for he was there when the day shift ended. The first miner who entered caught him by surprise, and in short order, the rest came straggling in. Immediately, he retreated to the door, apologizing for being where he shouldn't be. A few of the men glanced at him, but no one seemed particularly upset, or even very interested. They were too busy with other things, principally being done with work. Relief at that seemed foremost on their minds. They could have been surrounded by a pack of wolves, they wouldn't have cared. They were hungry, they were tired and they were dirty, but more than anything, they were done.

    Hard hats were the first things off, then the numbered lamps attached to the hats, then safety belts. Earplugs, safety glasses and gloves came next. Lastly came the steel-toed rubber boots, caked with mud and wet inside with sweat. They stowed the gear in the overhead wire baskets, all the while talking. Conversations were centered on the mine and in particular the shift that had just ended. Water was rising in one of the drifts. A loaded skip had jumped the tracks at Bustem's Curve again—they shook their heads at that, fed up with the company's refusal to correct the obvious problem, and cracked rueful jokes at such shortsightedness, stinginess and stupidity. And the ratty rock on Level 7, and the muck pile waiting down on 8—the swing crew was going to love having to deal with that. And the supe who had caught a bunch of them taking an early break…. The stories went on, as individually and in groups they left the building, pausing at the pegboard to brass out and have a word or two with the incoming crew, who to a man did not look happy. There were no illusions about the work. There was camaraderie, but at the start of a shift, going down into the hole, it was always subdued. Coming out eight hours later at shift's end, whether into day or night, sunny skies or storm, it was dependably more lively.

    Payne slipped out with the last of the outgoing shift, returning to his quarters where, to his chagrin, he found a man waiting at the door: his escort, he assumed, a huge man, hugely muscled, broad at the shoulders, with a neck like a broadbeam stump. Payne apologized at having kept him waiting and in the same breath defended himself, explaining that he himself had waited for a long time before leaving. And he'd only gone a short distance and seen a little bit, one building to be precise. No harm done.

    The man just looked at him, flat-faced and unresponsive, as though he either didn't understand or didn't care, until at length Payne fell silent. In his haste to explain himself he'd failed to notice certain key details about the man. His face was streaked with dirt, which meant he'd probably just come off shift and was therefore unlikely to be the escort he'd been expecting. More to the point, his left pant leg was torn. It was also stained with something dark and shiny.

    Payne sucked in his breath, feeling incredibly stupid as it dawned on him what this was.

    “You're hurt,” he said.

    The man would not admit it. Payne offered his shoulder as a crutch to get him into the healing center, but the man refused his help. Stoically, he limped inside under his own power. He had to duck to clear his head.

    Payne guided him to the examining table, trying hard not to betray his nervousness and excitement. He'd already made a number of mistakes, and he doubted that the man would tolerate many more.

    He began by asking what had happened.

    The miner grunted.

    “Did you fall?”

    “Got slabbed.” He had that human way of talking to a tesque: curt, dismissive, as though it were an imposition or, worse, a sign of weakness to have to speak at all.

    Gingerly, Payne rolled up his pant cuff to expose the wound. “How exactly? Were you working?”

    “How ‘bout you just fix it,” the miner snapped.

    But Payne was in no hurry. The cut had stopped bleeding, and there was no immediate danger. He wanted to savor the moment and, if possible, find out more about what had caused the injury. It was his first case, his very first, and he intended to milk it for everything he could.

    Careless boy. How quickly he forgot his resolution of just an hour before to be careful with these men. And his lessons, rule number twelve, for example: be prompt in attention, and in healing, be swift. And rule number thirteen, its corollary: avoid unnecessary conversation. Humans wanted treatment, not friendship. They wanted a quick fix, a shot, an ointment or a pill. If such a remedy existed, no words were necessary. And if it didn't, it was unlikely that words would help.

    But Payne thought differently, Payne knew better, Payne the callow and the headstrong had ideas of his own. He liked to hear a human speak, had a weakness for the human voice the way that other people had a weakness for the sound of running water. And along with that, he had this notion—this strange, presumptuous notion—that the more he knew, the more he could help. Starry-eyed, idealistic child, he thought that, given the opportunity, humans—and especially humans in need—would want to talk to him.

    “Have you ever hurt yourself before?” he asked.

    The man, who'd been looking at his leg, slowly transferred his look to Payne.

    Who obliviously pressed on. “You know. Scrapes. Injuries. Broken bones.”

    The man's eyes narrowed. He could have crushed Payne if he had the notion. Fleetingly, it appeared he did.

    “What's your problem?”

    “I was just thinking that maybe we can keep this from happening again.”

    It was a tactless comment. Human or not, the man had cause for offense.

    “You afraid of blood, tesque?”

    Payne stiffened. “No,” he answered softly, registering the threat.

    “Good. So how ‘bout you shut your mouth and do your job.”

    Even stones can learn to hear, and obediently, Payne bent to the task at hand. The sight of blood and damaged tissue, and the prospect of healing it, helped to quiet the self-reproval at mishandling his first patient, along with the humiliation of being put in his place. There was beauty in the way the clot had formed, beauty in the scarlet crust and the blush of erythema. The surrounding tissue was already warm with all the fluid flowing in to heal the wound. There was beauty in this too, beauty in each and every aspect of the healing process. Even the most obnoxious human had a beauty when he stood before his healer naked and exposed.

    [image: images]

    Payne never got the tour that he was promised, but over time and by necessity he found his own way around the camp. It was more a small town, really, with named streets and numbered houses, a sewage system, a recreation hall, a modest house of worship, two saloons, a playing field, and a basic grocery store. Some of the men liked to cook, and a few hunted. Most, though, ate together in the large, company-sponsored mess hall. On the north side of the mountain, across a broad saddle and reached by rail, was the Two Prime operation, a secondary mine nearly as extensive as the primary one, with its own adit, its own dry, and its own healing center. The miners were split between the two operations and worked around the clock. At any given time there were close to a thousand of them underground. Hoistmen, boilermen, mechanics, skip operators and sorters worked the surface. With more or less proficiency (more, when everything was running smoothly; less, when the inevitable equipment breakdowns and cave-ins interfered) the ore kept moving day and night, a point of pride with the Pannus Corporation. All told, the mine and its ancillary operations fed the mouths of some three thousand men.

    In the early days there had been animals in the mine as well as humans. Before the advent of skips and conveyors to transport the rock, donkeys and mules did the job. Initially, they were kept corralled and stabled on the surface, but as the haulage drifts got longer and the mine got deeper, it became more efficient to house some of them underground. Typically, to save time, the animals were trussed and bundled in a canvas sack, then lowered directly down a ventilation shaft to where they were needed. Because it was so much easier lowering them than lifting them, once an animal was down, it was usually down for good. The legendary Bust Your Chops, a sturdy, placid mule known to all as Bustem, had been lowered at the tender age of two, and had spent the remainder of her thirty-odd years beneath the earth, eventually dying as she had lived, hauling ore. She was a much-loved animal and at the time of her death as blind as a bat, which didn't interfere one iota with her abilities because her eyes were in her feet. She knew every inch of every drift, and her body was interred where she had fallen, in a little cul-de-sac that bore her name.

    But the mine no longer needed beasts of burden. As far as Payne could tell, the only animals left in the vicinity, not counting birds, which came and went at their own discretion, and head and body lice, which were epidemic, were dogs and rats. The former, except for a few wild escapees, were pets; the latter, to a one, vermin. An occasional bear or moose wandered into camp, and the men who hunted spoke of a variety of smaller game. On many a winter night Payne heard the howling of wolves, but as a rule they kept to the forest. Ort were rarely seen so far north.
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    On his first day of work Payne saw no one. On his second he saw a man with an ankle sprain; on his third, one with a twisted knee. Mashed finger, puncture wound, rash—little by little the patients began to trickle in. But it was slow going, especially to someone so eager to get started. Hours and sometimes days went by when he sat in the healing room bored and alone.

    And it wasn't as if there was a lack of illness. Respiratory disease was rampant, and there were other maladies less obvious and more poorly defined. But the men didn't like to ask for help. That ran contrary to their nature. And they didn't trust him, or so he imagined, which he felt was unwarranted. True, he was young and lacked experience, but he didn't lack skill, and as for youth, this simply meant he had more energy and passion for his work. Healers aged so quickly that by the time they gained experience, they frequently couldn't use it. It was an ugly and depressing paradox that a seasoned healer was in all likelihood a finished one.

    Which made Payne all the more anxious to get going. Still, it was weeks before he got to use his meli. This, the pinnacle of his craft, in a real way its essence. He'd been desperate to do a meli healing since the day that he'd arrived, had thought of it and dreamt of it and had even gone so far as to map it out beforehand in his mind.

    At long last, he got the chance. It was a simple problem, a pulmonary illness, First Degree. Not surprisingly, his nervousness and inexperience added layers of complexity to what otherwise would have been straightforward, making it more difficult and challenging to him. He miscalculated several basic steps, misjudged others, and on the whole, made a number of mistakes. Even so it was a thrill beyond compare. Lying down beside the miner on the healing bed, wrapping their arms together, touching skin to skin. It was strange and awkward and incredibly, impossibly, intimate. The miner almost bolted, and Payne himself was as jittery as a jump bug. But somehow he managed to get through it, systematically running through the stages, extracting and extruding and then disposing of what he'd made. Sublime it wasn't, not that first time. But it hinted of sublime. It tasted of it. And afterward he couldn't wait to do another.

    The miners felt a little differently. They had an aversion to meli healing that bordered on the pathologic, beginning with the simple fact of having a problem, any problem, that needed such deep, invasive care. Having to appear before a tesque and ask for help was humiliating enough, but then actually having to touch this tesque, be bound arm to arm and skin to skin with him, and further, to then lie back and surrender up control—this was almost too much to bear. Better to suffer and grow strong from suffering than to be put in a compromising position like that.

    But sometimes there was nothing to be done for it; there were problems that would not respond to any other treatment. After Payne's first success he had another, and then another. He gained a modest following, not that the miners had much choice. But bit by bit they started coming in.

    Nearly every one of them had a cough, and most found a way to tolerate it, but some could not. And some went on to develop trouble deeper in their lungs. These constituted the majority of his patients; there were days when all he saw were pulmonary problems. Before long, he became something of an expert in them.

    Coughs, for example. Like shades of the same color, like variations on a song, there was a wide and nuanced variety of them. Some were intermittent and spasmodic; some continuous, around the clock. Some of the coughs were productive of phlegm, which ranged from clear to murky yellow to green, from thin and watery to thick and tinged with blood. Some were moist but nonproductive, some were dry and hacking, some musical, some barking, some booming like a drum. Some men, with great effort, could control their coughs. Others could not stop for anything and would hack away until they literally spit out lung.

    Many of the men were short of breath, most with exertion but a few poor souls at rest. The worst ones wheezed and panted day and night. It was hard to listen to this: one person's lack of breath seemed to make everybody breathless. To Payne it served as a reminder that no body part or system could be taken for granted. The simple act of breathing was a miracle; it was perfect, but only until it failed.

    Before long, he had his wish: his days were filled with work. And now, sometimes, he questioned the wisdom of that wish. For if sickness was hard to witness, it was worse to bear. It was a curse the way the men struggled to breathe, a plague the way an illness—any illness—sapped one's strength, a scourge the way it hurt and disabled. He hated to see people suffer and wished they didn't have to. He felt sympathy and compassion for those who did.

    And yet he couldn't deny that he was grateful to be working. Nor could he deny the cold, hard fact that while health was ever the goal, illness was more interesting. It was more stimulating and challenging to the mind. It demanded the full use of all the senses. How the body fell apart was a window into how it worked, and for Payne it was also an antidote to boredom.

    But antidotes are not panaceas. To the curious and restless mind they only work their magic for so long. After months of dealing with the same patients, the same coughs, the same complaints, Payne began to pray for something different, something new and unexpected, to walk through his door.
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