
[image: The Philosopher's Flight: A Novel, by Tom Miller.]



Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.





[image: Images]



FOR ABBY—

Who once asked why there were so few women in my stories

AND FOR MY MOM—

Who read to me every night when I was young



PROLOGUE

But you must never call philosophy “magic,” for there is no such thing.

Traditional

A FEW WEEKS AGO, my daughter, who is nine years old and learning to fly, asked me the question I’ve been expecting for a long time: Why do so many people hate empirical philosophers?

She and I were out drawing koru sigils on the tomato plants in the garden, the sun hot on our backs, each of us with a little square of glass in our hand and a mister filled with distilled water. I’d spent so many hours drawing them as a boy that the rhythm came back to me automatically: four sprays to coat the glass, aim at a single seedling, then trace your finger through the beads of water, forming the elaborate curlicue that is a koru sigil. Draw it right and the tomatoes will grow to four pounds each and mature twice as fast as an ordinary plant.

That sort of miracle is the most common thing in the world to my daughter, who was born down here in Matamoros in 1930, two miles across the Mexican border, raised among malcontents and renegades, women (and a few men, like myself) who were made outlaws in the United States. All of us are empirical philosophers, or sigilrists if you prefer the common term. And what is empirical philosophy—what is sigilry—except a branch of science that we don’t yet fully understand? There’s no dark art to it; it’s nothing more than the movement of energy to produce a physical effect. The human body provides the energy, while the sigil, drawn sometimes with beads of water, sometimes with cornmeal or sand, catalyzes the movement. You can do a thousand useful things with philosophy: make a plant grow larger and faster, send a message a thousand miles in an instant, fly. If you grew up with it, it’s natural. It’s right. Why would anyone want life to be otherwise?

But, of course, not everyone feels that way. Sigilry only came into widespread use around 1750 and right from the start women were better at it than men. That upset a lot of folks, who thought sigils must be some form of witchcraft. Most people, though, saw the usefulness in empirical philosophy and were content to allow it.

So it went until 1831, when we get to what every nine-year-old girl calls “the good part.” And that’s Lucretia Cadwallader, who at that same age, hidden away in a remote cabin in Wisconsin, illiterate and with no knowledge of empirical philosophy at all, devised a method for solidifying smoke and shaping it with her bare hands. When she traced the right glyph into a cloud of smoke with her finger, it became docile. She could make it stretch like taffy or fill an entire room or coil itself neatly in a jar. For years, young Cadwallader practiced her trade in secret, until the University of Detroit heard of her extraordinary abilities and invited her to study as a scholarship case.

Cadwallader spent three decades at the U of D engaged in endless study and experimentation, learning how to combine her smoke with chemical vapors to create complex structures. Her clouds could take on the properties of a spring or harden into a mass that struck like a fist. They could asphyxiate a man or burn away tuberculosis or bring the rain. Because she often used a pocketknife to shape her clouds, Cadwallader named her technique “smokecarving.”

The leading philosophers of her age called Cadwallader’s discoveries scientific breakthroughs of the highest order. Laypeople called them the Devil’s work. That sort of superstition always infuriated Cadwallader—you could take a man with no notion of chemistry and have him hold a match to gunpowder or breathe ether and he’d call it honest knowledge. But if you accomplished the same physical effects by tracing out a glyph in hot ash or silver filings, he would declare it the lowest form of wickedness.

Cadwallader took on students, too, the most unusual of whom was a young male sigilrist named Galen Wainwright. Though Wainwright possessed only a fraction of Cadwallader’s power, he was nevertheless quite talented for a man. He had a grand vision of forming the world’s first military unit to fight using smokecarving. Cadwallader always dismissed the idea—smokecarving was a tool of peace and creation, not of destruction.

When the Civil War broke out in ’61, Wainwright went to Washington, where he offered to raise a regiment of smokecarvers and defeat the Confederacy in a week. The Secretary of War laughed him right out of the city. Wainwright then made the same offer to the Confederates in Richmond, who didn’t see any harm in the idea and made Wainwright a colonel. Then from every last corner of the South, Wainwright sought out men who could do empirical philosophy. Most of them were inept practical sigilrists, but they had high spirits and kitted themselves out in the elaborate uniforms of Zouaves. They called themselves the Legion of Confederate Smokecarvers.

The Legion’s first action came at the Battle of Bull Run, where it brewed up a huge cloud of tear gas, intending to break the Union lines. However, Wainwright miscalculated the wind speed and instead hit a group of picnicking dignitaries who’d come down from Baltimore to watch the fighting. His attack didn’t affect the outcome of the battle, but it did throw the entire North into an uproar over the “philosophical menace.”

The Legion spent the next ten months fighting in one skirmish after another, putting on overwhelming pyrotechnic displays. They caused only a few dozen casualties while exhausting the South’s supply of strategic chemicals. And yet the mere sight of Wainwright and his men in their baggy, scarlet pantaloons, blue silk jackets, and tasseled fezzes inspired panic in the Union army. Back in Virginia, the Legion was feted as the most ingenious weapon of the Confederacy.

Until, at last, Mrs. Cadwallader took the field. She led what came to be known as the United States Sigilry Corps: ten thousand women, all practical philosophers. They marched out of Detroit with a vast, silent, slate-gray cyclone that billowed a mile high. “Like the Israelites,” wrote the overawed Detroit Defender, “with a pillar of cloud to lead them by day and a pillar of fire by night.” In reality, it was nothing so biblical, merely a supply of concentrated, premade smoke so they could strike more quickly.

Galen Wainwright knew a losing proposition when he saw one. He feinted and retreated across the length of Tennessee, before at last the Corps cornered the Legion on the night of Halloween 1862. Wainwright’s display of flash and fire lasted all of fifty-one seconds before Cadwallader’s women brought down a blanket of smoke that pulled the oxygen right out of the air, extinguishing his colorful flames. Nine-tenths of the Legion surrendered on the spot, but Wainwright and his most fervent followers escaped to a nearby gully to make their last stand.

Cadwallader wished to avoid killing fellow philosophers. Instead of smothering the Legion, the Corps put up smoke streamers impregnated with lead iodide, which seeded the clouds and produced torrential rains. Wainwright’s final attack was washed away. He himself suffered a bad case of pneumonia and was carried back to Richmond, where he spent the remainder of the war writing his memoirs.

Nevertheless, the South fought on and the huge loss of life on both sides continued. Dismayed at the bloodshed, Cadwallader demanded to be allowed to attack the Confederacy directly. Escorted by William Tecumseh Sherman’s army, Cadwallader and the Corps made their way to Atlanta. She sent ahead a brief note that read: I will burn the city to the ground on Sunday at four in the morning.

So fearsome was Mrs. Cadwallader’s reputation that nearly the entire civilian population evacuated. The Corps surrounded the city on Saturday afternoon and all through the night, Cadwallader’s women sent wisps of incendiary vapor creeping through the Confederate lines. Right on schedule, fire erupted, moving west to east, permitting enough time for the stragglers to flee but leveling every building in its wake, sparing not even the churches.

Cadwallader marched from Atlanta to the sea, burning everything in her path, cutting a swath ten miles wide. Her advance was unstoppable.

Finally, she arrived at Petersburg, Virginia, the last bastion of Confederate resistance. Besieging the city were Gen. Grant and his army, exhausted after a months-long campaign that had failed to pry forty thousand Confederate defenders from their impenetrable web of trenches.

On the morning of April 6, 1865, the Southern soldiers watched as tendrils of smoke probed their lines and vanished into the ground. They waited for an ultimatum. Cadwallader had never attacked without warning or killed unnecessarily. Surely they would negotiate a surrender.

Then, shortly before noon, smoke boiled up around the Confederates, as if from the very soil itself, covering dozens of square miles in an instant. It was a dense, black concoction that blinded men and burned their lungs. A handful of soldiers in the front line of trenches dragged themselves free and staggered toward the Union forces, gasping and screaming for mercy. Their Northern brethren were shocked, too. Cadwallader had not informed them that she was about to attack.

The soldiers trapped inside the cloud tried desperately to indicate their surrender, setting off flares, striking flags, firing cannons into the air. But within a minute or two, the city and trenches encircling it had gone quiet.

A horrified Gen. Grant found Mrs. Cadwallader and begged her to lift the smoke. She agreed and with one sigil made the entire cloud disintegrate.

The Union soldiers picked their way into the city. The streets were littered with bodies, red, foamy blood on their lips and the whites of their eyes turned gray. Forty thousand of them.

The entire world was aghast at the slaughter.

Cadwallader declined to explain her actions at Petersburg as long as she lived. Historians have wondered if she underestimated the power of her own weapons. Was there a miscommunication among her captains? Perhaps the warm temperatures that morning caused the chemical reactions to run at an unexpectedly rapid rate?

But ordinary sigilrists have always understood the truth: Cadwallader intended to win the war with a single blow. No more bloodless “demonstrations” that might allow the fighting to drag on with hundreds of thousands more dead on both sides. No, she would inspire such fear that further resistance was impossible.

She proved only too successful. During my youth, when unphilosophical folks thought about sigilry, they imagined the carnage at Petersburg. And they wondered what would protect them if philosophers ever turned on the common man.

•  •  •

All that sounded like ancient history to my daughter. But she admitted that there are plenty of people around the settlement here who, if you didn’t know them, might seem frightening: old Dr. Synge, who has canisters of smoke in her clinic that can kill a man in ten seconds flat; Ms. Pitcairn, who teaches hovering at the school but did bad things during the Great War (and is rumored to be quite a good shot with a machine gun); and Grandma Weekes, any time she looks at you over her glasses.

“And you, Dad.”

She’s right. You can’t blame everything on Cadwallader. You have to lay some of it at the feet of the modern heroes, the ones I knew and fought beside: Danielle Hardin and Janet Brock and Freddy Unger. And me. Because all of us made terrible mistakes—and that’s a story I’d better learn to tell, too.

ROBERT A. CANDERELLI WEEKES

Field Commander,

Free North American Air Cavalry

Matamoros, Mexico

January 1, 1939
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APRIL 1917

Though he was a famously incompetent sigilrist, Benjamin Franklin included five practical glyphs that he had learned from the women of Philadelphia in an early edition of Poor Richard’s Almanack, as well as a simple design for a message board. In less than an hour, a woman could build a Franklin sand table using a silver penny, pane of window glass, hammer, and broom handle. This was to prove vital to the Continental Army during the Revolution.

Victoria Ferris-Smythe, Empirical Philosophy: An American History, 1938

A LITTLE MORE THAN five decades after Mrs. Cadwallader ended the Civil War, I was eighteen years old and lived in Guille’s Run, Montana, with my mother, Maj. Emmaline Weekes, who served as our county philosopher. In her official capacity, Ma responded to all manner of accidents and natural disasters. The rest of the time, she earned a decent living doing the kind of dull, ordinary sigilry that was in constant demand—short-haul passenger flights, koru glyphs for enlarging crops, simple smokecarving cures for asthma and pleurisy.

Much as I would have liked to help her in the field, Mother only rarely gave me the chance. I had the typical male lack of philosophical aptitude and so instead of going on emergency calls, I did the work of a philosopher’s son: I kept the books, ordered supplies, cooked, and stood night watches.

On the night of April 6, 1917, I was engaged in the thrilling task of organizing handwritten invoices from the previous year when Mother stormed into the house at nine o’clock, dripping wet from the rain.

“What kept you?” I called.

“Don’t even start, Boober!” she shouted. “Those cattle were scattered clear across Teller’s Nook. I must have put in four hundred miles trying to track down the last ones. Mr. Collins is going to be mad as hell when he gets the bill.”

Mother ran a towel over her face and graying hair. She’d taken ten emergency calls over the previous fourteen hours—a very busy day—in the midst of terrible weather.

“There’s beef stew on the stove,” I said.

Mother dished herself a bowl and collapsed in a chair. I’d eaten hours before.

“You’ve heard the news, I expect?” Mother said.

I had. After months of prodding, President Wilson had convinced Congress to declare war on the German Empire. So now America, too, would be part of the fighting that had racked Europe since 1914.

I’d decided I wanted to join up the second I heard. The army or the navy; one was as good as the other. A uniform, a chance to see the world while fighting next to the boys I’d grown up with, a real man’s job.

But I knew Mother was going to be a problem. She’d spent three decades with the Rescue and Evacuation Department of the US Sigilry Corps, flying wounded and dying soldiers from the front lines back to the field hospitals. She’d done tours of duty in the Franco-Prussian Intervention, the war with Cuba, the Philippine Insurrection, and the Hawaiian Rebellion. As a result, she tended not to approve of America involving itself in other people’s wars. She wasn’t going to like the idea of me enlisting.

“Is there any chance you could be called up?” I asked, trying to position the conversation just so.

“Never,” Mother said. “They’ll mobilize a few of the younger reservists and move more active-duty women overseas. But they’re not going to call a sixty-year-old lady, even if my name is still on the lists. It would be an embarrassment. No, what I’m worried about is when Wilson calls for a draft for the army.”

And there was my chance.

I regretted it a little. If I’d had my pick of careers, I would have done as Mother had and served with Rescue and Evac—the best fliers in the world, saving lives instead of taking them. But that was impossible. R&E was the Corps’ most elite unit. They’d never commissioned a man. And while I was a fine hoverer for a boy, the least R&E woman could fly circles around me. So, the army didn’t seem a bad second choice.

“I spoke with the State Philosophical Office,” Mother continued. “They expect to get two draft exemptions for essential support personnel. One of those is for you.”

This was going wrong already. She must have spent months laying the groundwork for that.

“Well, that’s good to know,” I said. “But what I was thinking is that Willard Gunch dropped by this afternoon. He and Jack are talking about riding into town, maybe on Monday. To sign up.”

“Absolutely not.”

“Roddy Hutch is going with them,” I continued. “Probably Eliot Newton, too. And—”

“No! How can you even think it?”

“Mother, listen—if you sign up, you get to choose. You don’t have to go in the infantry.”

“It’s all of them that get blown to hell and flinders! In the cavalry and the artillery and the merchant marine. I could tell you stories about the burns on the sailors at Manila Bay that would make your teeth sweat.”

“Jesus, Ma! I’m going to be the only man my age in Montana sitting at home. You joined the Corps when you were only thirteen years—”

“I don’t care if you’re the last man in the world sitting at home! You’re not going, and I’m not discussing this.” She swept up her bowl and spoon, went to her bedroom, and slammed the door.

•  •  •

Midnight came and went. Outside, the rain picked up and battered at the shutters. I fixed myself a cold ham sandwich and sat glumly back down in our little laboratory behind the kitchen.

Essential support personnel. I should have seen it coming. I should have rehearsed my speech better, with all its fine sentiments about duty and loyalty to one’s friends and adventure. Maybe I would broach the idea of enlisting again tomorrow after Mother had had time to get used to it.

I tried to set my feelings aside as I settled in to mix up a batch of silver chloride, which we used for stasis sigilry. It was a godsend for flying when you had to strap a sick or nervous passenger to your back—draw a stasis sigil with powdered silver chloride on a client’s chest and she went stiff as a corpse. No breathing, no bleeding, no experience of what was going on around her. Most important, she didn’t try to help you hover by flapping her arms and throwing off your center of gravity. We were down to our last three tubes. I’d already put an order in with Harnemon’s Philosophical Supplies, America’s finest purveyor of philosophical powders, but they needed a couple weeks to arrange a shipment to a place as remote as Guille’s Run. I would have to mix up a batch of homemade stuff to last until their delivery arrived.

I weighed out a measure of thin, feathery crystals of silver nitrate and dissolved it in a beaker of hot water. I stirred for several minutes until I had a colorless solution, then did a few calculations and poured in the appropriate amount of common table salt. A whitish precipitate formed, swirling like snow toward the bottom of the beaker. Over the next hour, I laboriously filtered out the solids, washed them, dried them over a flame, and measured the powder into tiny smoked-glass tubes, which I put safely away in their padded box.

Then I kicked the powder cabinet shut.

How did Ma think she was going to stop me if I decided to sign up? I was an adult; it wasn’t as if I needed her permission. I could simply go. Tonight even. She could find any old philosopher to replace me.

I needed advice. I needed my half sister Angela.

I went back to the kitchen and pulled out my message board. It was quite a large model for the time, an eighteen-inch square of glass with a wooden frame, the underside of which was coated with silver leaf. I took a scoop of milled quartz—highly refined sand—and poured it onto the glass, then smoothed it with my board scraper. Using the four-beat rhythm that the sigil required, I traced Angela’s personal glyph into the sand in the upper right-hand corner with my finger.

Ma said no, I wrote in the sand. What nxt?

I countersigned my own glyph in the opposite corner, drew the sigil to send, and wiped the sand level with the scraper. The same message would appear immediately on Angela’s board the next time she set it to receive.

(A perfectly reasonable person might ask why it should work at all—why should the sand on a slab of glass two thousand miles away shift to form the same words I’d just written? Well, philosophy warps the laws of probability. If you watched a million plates of sand for a million years, eventually the powder on one of them would slip a little and end up resembling the letter A. Philosophical energy just gives it a nudge in the right direction.)

I drew sigils to bring up the conversation Angela and I had had during the afternoon.

Hows she tking it? Angela had written.

Dunno, I’d replied. I havnt askd yet. She’s prbly mad not to be joinng th fun.

Don’t joke abt tht! 4 wars was plenty. Talk lik that & she might voluntr.

Wht abt y? I’d asked. Cld be philsphr draft.

Nevr, Angela had said. If they do, I’ll mov to Mexco.

Snds warm. I’ll vist.

Sure, bt when are y vistng me here?

I wished I could. Six months before, Angela had run off to New York City, where a friend had found her a job as an amanuensis handling the message boards at a bank. It shouldn’t have been a surprise; Angela had entertained fantasies like that for years, one exotic locale after the next. But when she’d actually left in the middle of the night with one of Mother’s old duffels full of clothes and equipment, Ma and I had been stunned.

Angela’s departure had left Mother in a difficult spot. Angela had been Ma’s field assistant, backing her up on difficult calls and taking care of the simpler ones herself, so that Mother wasn’t exhausted by the end of the day. I was a poor substitute at best, a fact the State Philosophical Board had driven home a few weeks earlier by denying me credentials as an apprentice. They didn’t mind if I tagged along from time to time, but, as they put it, We cannot find any precedent for permitting a man to serve as a state philosophical officer, even in a trainee capacity. Indeed, it seems unwise and inhumane, both for you and potential clients, to allow such a circumstance.

Which meant Ma now did all the practical philosophy and I was nothing better than her housekeeper.

“It’s not the women’s work you’d hoped to be doing, is it?” my best friend, Willard, had said on my last visit to Billings, twelve miles up the road. That conversation had turned into our first fistfight in years. (I’d knocked out two of his teeth.) Willard was right, though. Something was going to have to change at home before I got in real trouble or Mother dropped dead from exhaustion.

I tried to console myself by reading a few pages from my favorite book, Life and Death on San Juan Hill, the memoir of Lt. Col. Yvette Rodgers, who’d commanded the first modern R&E wing during the war in Cuba. Chapter eleven—Lt. Col. Rodgers trying desperately to guide a wounded flier back to the landing field by message after sunset, the woman lost and running low on powder, when the Corps encampment comes under Spanish cannon fire. Rodgers has the clever idea to—

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the sand shift on the message board, which I’d left set to receive under Mother’s glyph. It now read:

TO: E Weekes

FR: Montana Philosophical Office, Night Desk

PRIORITY CALL. Respond immediately.

“Oh, come on!” I muttered. I didn’t want to haul Ma out of bed.

Robert Weekes for E Weekes, I replied. Details, pls?

Original request reads: ‘RA, RA, RA fam,’ the State night desk answered. Unable to reach originator by board. Glyph matches for Klein, Evelyn. Address on record is rural home approx 1.8 miles north of Three Forks.

That was a mess. So, someone had messaged an RA—a request for assistance—for an entire family and then had failed to reply to any follow-up messages. A sigilrist might do that right before she ran out to fetch the doctor. Or for a fire. Or as a prank. The State Office seemed confident of the location, but I’d never heard of anything called Three Forks.

Wht county is 3 Forks? I asked.

Gallatin County. Best estimate of location: latitude N45° 53' 33", longitude W111° 33' 8".

I pulled out a sheaf of topographical maps and found the spot—175 miles away, well outside Mother’s usual area of responsibility.

I wrote: Confrm: to Emmaline Weekes?

Y. No closer CP avail. Tell E sorry from us, Robert.

“Son of a bitch!” I said. Mother was going to have to cover it and it was going to take the rest of the night. On top of that, she’d be flying in the middle of a rainstorm with only the sketchiest information.

Acknowledged and accepted for E Weekes at 2:48, I wrote.

I rapped on her bedroom door. “Mother!” I called. Nothing. I opened the door and shouted her name. She continued snoring. “Flight for you, Major!”

Without entirely waking, Mother lurched out of bed, wrapped her bathrobe around herself, and shuffled into the kitchen.

“Did you say something?” she asked.

I ran back through the messages for her. Ma shook her head in disgust. “I’m supposed to be at the construction site for the hotel in Billings at six! If I’m lucky, I’ll clear this in time to be a couple hours late.”

Mother was fully awake now and copying the coordinates down. She spread out the large-format Montana topo map on the desk and began lining up a course. “Squeeze through the pass and sight from the church steeple in Bozeman. Roughly west-northwest.” She had a straightedge and compass out and was using a cardboard slide rule to determine flight times and powder expenditure. She stopped and gave me an irritated look.

“Well, go get dressed!” she said.

“I am dressed,” I said.

“Put on your skysuit.”

“You want me to fly it?” I asked, my voice rising an octave and a half.

Mother didn’t even look up from her charts. “I need a navigator and a second pair of eyes. This is already a goat rodeo and it’s going to get worse.”
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Spanish conquistadors as early as 1540 mention witnessing a Cherokee fertility ritual in which medicine women drew symbols with corn pollen and were hurled into the air “as if by the hand of God.” However, the hover sigil did not see widespread use until 1870, when Mary Grinning Fox substituted finely milled cornmeal for pollen and mixed in sand as a stabilizer. By redrawing the glyph while in midair, Fox learned to produce continuous thrust; by warping it, she could change speed and position, allowing for aerial maneuvers. After numerous crashes into Lake Ontario, Fox also designed the mechanical regulator to ensure uniform powder flow and rigging to secure her equipment tightly to the body.

Victoria Ferris-Smythe, Empirical Philosophy: An American History, 1938

I SPRINTED UPSTAIRS TO my room. I’d flown high school classmates hundreds of times, but Ma had never taken me along on an emergency case like this.

I put on long johns and a heavy, winter-weight skysuit—a high-necked set of wool coveralls with padding over the ribs and shoulders to protect against harness burn—two pairs of wool socks, boots, a knit cap, gloves, and my oilskin slicker. I stuck my leather helmet and goggles under my arm.

Mother was already kitted out when I returned to the office. She was sending and receiving messages at a terrific rate.

“I don’t like the smell of this,” Mother said. “I knew Evelyn Klein during the Disturbances. She’s a smokecarver—deadly serious woman. She has a couple of children, but I can’t see this as a prank.”

“Whole family got sick, maybe?” I suggested.

“Too sick to answer a follow-up message?” Mother answered. She shook her head.

“It shouldn’t even be your call in the first place,” I said.

“Well, we’re it for all of Montana right now. A tornado hit the mining camp outside Eureka, with at least forty injured. The State Office pulled the CPs from Helena, Missoula, Bozeman, and Butte to evacuate casualties and left us to cover everywhere else.”

“Jesus,” I said. “They could have warned me.”

“They’re still trying to scramble everyone. The problem for us is that we don’t know how many of the Kleins we’ll be flying. If it’s more than two, I’ll need you to carry the lighter ones.”

“Okay,” I said, but my voice wavered again.

“You’ll do fine,” Mother said. “I’ll take you as a passenger on the way there so that you’re fresh for the second leg. If you have to carry someone, we’ll put her in stasis. You’ll barely even notice her.”

I wished I felt as confident as she sounded.

We gathered equipment. I rolled up a Montana map and put it in a carry tube, adding a slide rule, trigonometric tables, and a pencil in case we needed to plot a new course. We each strapped a portable message board to our right forearm; these had tight, membranous covers over the sand that allowed just enough give for writing. They were small and balky, but good enough to send a couple words to each other or the State Office. In the mudroom, I collected my harness: a heavy leather vest with straps running over the shoulders and across at the waist, plus leg straps that fit around the upper thigh. Four heavy steel carabiners were mounted on the back to clip into a passenger’s harness, with four more carabiners on the front for securing a second passenger.

We kept several powder bags filled for emergency calls. They looked like oversized pastry bags made of waxed canvas and filled with premixed corn powder and sand. I grabbed an extra-large forty-pound bag, plus a ten-pounder as a backup, and strapped them to my harness. Mother, who needed extra powder to haul me on the first leg of the trip, attached three bags to her harness. She was puffing under the weight of ninety pounds of powder by the time she clipped the last one on.

On the pointy end of each bag, we attached a regulator—a small clockwork device the size of a child’s fist, which used a thumb lever and a series of baffles to ensure that the corn powder trickled out at a consistent rate while we were in the air. Last, I clipped the carabiners on the back of my harness into the rear of Mother’s and we staggered out of the house, back-to-back, into the driving rain.

“Tell me when you’re ready,” Mother said.

“Go!” I called.

Mother thumbed her regulator open and, holding the tip like a pencil between her fingers, used the stream of powder that flowed out to trace a hover sigil in the air. As she drew, she heaved against the weight of her powder bags and me. Her sigil took and we floated up to ten feet.

We immediately felt lighter. If you’ve never flown before—and I don’t mean in a hot air balloon or an aeroplane—if you’ve never hovered, then the only comparison to make is that of buoyancy in water, of flotation. You can saddle up on the ground with six hundred pounds of cargo, but once you push off into the air, it feels like almost nothing.

“Everything in order?” Mother called over her shoulder to me.

“Fine!” I answered.

She opened her regulator wider and drew a fresh sigil. We rocketed straight up. It was all I could do to keep from whooping. Ma hadn’t carried me in years, not since I’d learned to fly myself.

Every few seconds, Mother redrew the sigil, shaping it so that our ascent flattened and we accelerated in the horizontal plane as well. After a couple minutes, we’d reached ten thousand feet. Mother could estimate her altitude by intuition—the thickness of the air, the bite of the breeze on her cheek, the pressure on her eardrums.

We traveled at two hundred miles per hour, following the Yellowstone River Valley as it wound westward. Below us, the flat, scrubby land gave way to hillier terrain and then to the Rocky Mountains themselves. Mother had flown the first part of our route hundreds of times, so I didn’t feel especially nervous about plowing into a mountain, which happened with frightening regularity to hoverers stupid enough to be out at night in bad weather. What I was feeling, however, were the seven biscuits, three bowls of stew, mug of cocoa, and ham sandwich I’d consumed during my night watch. That, combined with the persistent, irregular sway as I hung from Mother’s harness, was conspiring to churn my stomach.

I tried breathing through my nose and closing my eyes, but that only made things worse. I had the sensation of running down a flight of stairs and missing the last step endlessly, stuck perpetually in the first two inches of a six-inch fall. My cheeks flushed hot. Rivulets of water streamed down my face and into my mouth.

I turned my head and upchucked, managing simultaneously to get vomit down the neck of my rain slicker and spin us off course. Mother drew sigils furiously, trying to point us back in the right direction. If we missed Bozeman, it was going to be a very dark night on which to be lost. Mother leaned forward to fly more headfirst, which caused my harness to dig into my armpits till my fingers went numb. I tried to reposition myself.

“Quit it!” Mother barked. Many a flier has been knocked off the level by a fidgety passenger—a poorly timed squirm followed by a long plunge.

I resigned myself to holding as still as I could. But it was cold at our high altitude and the wind buffeted me fiercely, though not half so badly as it must have my mother. I tried to tense my body to avoid shivering, but I shook all the same. Every movement nudged us farther off course.

After a miserable hour of flying, Mother broke through the cloud cover and descended over what we presumed to be Bozeman. We couldn’t see a damn thing. Ma began a series of gradually widening turns, searching for the city lights or the church steeple, which was lit at night with a handful of cold chemical flares, partially for the glory of God, but more practically so that hoverers would have a fixed navigation point. We needed twenty minutes before Mother spotted the steeple’s distant blue glow and took us to it.

“Look sharp,” Mother called. “You’re navigating.”

Mother was perfectly capable of keeping time and watching the compass herself but it never hurts to give an airsick passenger something to occupy his mind.

“Come about to 284 degrees,” I called. She began a slow yawing turn, the sort of maneuver that looks as if it ought to be one of the first lessons a hoverer learns, but is fantastically difficult without setting your body spinning in a second plane of motion. When the needle hit 284 I yelled for a stop, though trying to read a compass to within one degree of accuracy was questionable even under the best of conditions. Mother leveled and adjusted until we were both satisfied, then pulled above the clouds to get us out of the rain.

“Set your speed to two hundred miles per hour and we’ll fly for 395 seconds,” I said.

Mother charged forward again. She flew crisply, but I was worried we might never find our destination. We’d nearly missed an entire town—spotting a single house, based on rough coordinates from the State Office, in the dark, in the rain, would be almost impossible.

As we raced through the darkness, I squinted at my wristwatch and compass in the starlight. A couple of times I instructed Mother to ease back a degree or two when we started to drift. When I called time, Mother put us into a turn to bleed off speed and dove beneath the clouds. We couldn’t see anything promising. Mother circled wider and lower. By the time we’d come down to eight hundred feet, we were losing hope that the folks who’d originated the call had bothered to light a signal for us.

“I swear to God,” Mother said. “If these idiots didn’t mark a landing field . . .”

“Do you smell smoke?” I asked.

We blundered lower still. Ma caught sight of something burning with writhing, flickering green flashes.

“Looks like a sheet of smokecarved insulation,” Mother said. “It burns that color for hours. But that’s an odd choice for a marker.”

She flew us closer. The piece of insulation was pinned under a collapsed roof beam. We could make out embers hissing in the rain. The house had burned nearly to its foundation.

“How does a smokecarver’s home burn down?” I asked. A good smokecarver could throw blankets of anoxic smoke over a burning building to smother the flames—there was no one you’d rather have at a fire. Unless she’d never made it out.

“I don’t like this,” Ma muttered.

She found an open area behind the house and tossed flares onto the grass below to light a landing field. I pulled my knees to my chest and Ma set us down.

I unclipped from her and we shucked our bags. Mother drew her gun, a big army-surplus revolver.

“County philosopher!” Mother shouted.

No one answered.

“They ran?” I suggested. “Or they flew for help?”

“Evelyn doesn’t fly,” Ma said. “She always said it was too dangerous.”

I took a cold chemical flare from my pocket and cracked it so that the two vials of smokecarved chemicals inside mixed together. The tip of the flare glowed faintly at first, then more strongly, until it was brighter than a lantern. I played the light over the ground. An outbuilding lay in a smoldering heap fifty feet from the ruins of the house.

“That was her lab over there, maybe?” I said to Mother. “How’d that burn, too?”

“Stay close,” Ma whispered.

We went toward the front of the house. Something moved in the grass. Mother froze.

“Hello?” she cried. She leveled her pistol at the noise. “Evelyn?”

Something rushed toward us. Mother fired twice—but it was only a rabbit bounding away into the night.

I’d never seen her so trigger-happy.

“It’s okay, Ma,” I said. “The fire was an accident, right? A smokecarver keeps a million powders that can burn. Something exploded in the lab and the house caught.”

“Maybe,” she said.

We continued walking.

“They went for the neighbors,” I suggested. “Nearest house is probably a couple miles away. I’ll get on the board with the State Office and ask them to figure out where—”

I tripped over something and went down in a heap.

It was a body, lying facedown in the high grass. A big man, three hundred pounds.

“Oh, God!” I said. “Ma!”

We rolled him on his back. I couldn’t find a pulse on his neck, but saw him take a breath. He was bleeding from four or five bullet wounds in the chest and belly.

“That’s her husband!” snapped Mother. “Move!”

Ma ripped his shirt open and dug several tubes out of her workbag, preparing to put the man into stasis. She pulled an inch-long strip of indicator paper from one vial, wet it with her tongue, and stuck it to his neck.

“Hold the light for me,” she said, while she perched her reading glasses on the tip of her nose.

“Clear?” she asked me.

“Clear!” I said. If you were touching a body as it went into stasis, the sigil could spread and freeze you, too.

Ma popped the cork off a tube of silver chloride and let the powder spill out in a thin stream, with which she traced a series of interlocking loops on the man’s chest. For a second, I thought her sigil had gone bad. A failed stasis can end up immobilizing just the heart, which is invariably fatal. But then the man convulsed and went stiff. Ma yanked on his arm, which didn’t move.

“Looks good,” she said.

A body in stasis isn’t merely immobilized. It goes right on doing everything it always does—exchanging air in the lungs, bleeding from a wound, being injured when it falls—but at an infinitesimal fraction of the usual rate. So, we could fly him to the hospital in Helena and he would lose only a drop or two of blood. But we needed to know how long we had before the sigil wore off.

Mother peeled the strip of indicator paper off his neck and applied a drop of formic acid from a third vial. The strip reacted with the acid, causing it to change color. Normally, the reaction was instantaneous, but the strip, which had been placed in stasis along with the man, now reacted thousands of times more slowly.

“Check it at two minutes,” she told me, and then set about wrestling the big man into a passenger harness. She struggled to get the straps under his legs. I reached to help her.

“No, watch the strip!” Ma said. She wiped the rain out of her face.

I looked at my wristwatch. When exactly two minutes had passed, I compared the indicator paper to a color chart we kept rolled up inside the vial.

“Okay, so, uhh, looks like 1.8 percent decay over two minutes,” I told Mother, who had finished rigging the man to fly.

“Fifty minutes before he comes out of it,” Mother said. “Shit, that’s a weak glyph.”

“No,” I said. “We measured over two minutes, so that’s . . .”

“You’re right—one hundred ten minutes. Sorry.”

I wrote the stasis off-time on his forehead in grease pencil.

“Let’s search the rest of the way around,” Ma said. “See if there are any other survivors. Robert, this must have been . . .”

“Trenchers?” I asked.

Ma nodded.

The Brotherhood of the Trenches was a secret society that had sworn to destroy sigilry—they’d been behind a spate of assassinations and arsons in the 1890s and then again around the turn of the century. But there hadn’t been a Trencher attack in ten years. And certainly never one in Montana.

“Robert!” Mother called.

A few paces away in the grass was a boy, maybe fourteen years old. Hit in the neck and cool to the touch, but he murmured when I pulled his shirt open. We stasied him and got him into a harness as well.

“We need help,” Ma said. “Message the State night desk. Get the sheriff, get more fliers. Anyone they can find.”

I wrote on my wrist board: RA RA RA. R Weekes for E Weekes. Multpl wounded, shot. Arson. Send backup CP & sherif.

I tried to keep my breathing steady. Don’t panic. If the Trenchers had been here, then they were long gone or they would have taken a shot at us, too.

Received, the night desk replied. Stand by.

I swept the light from my flare across the yard. I thought I could see something else just ahead.

I glanced down at my message board: Notification sent to Gallatin Cty Sheriff and awaiting response. No available CPs for assistance. Tell your mom: we can scramble the volunteer rescue team from Boise or Spokane.

Unhelpful. Given the Boise team’s reputation, they would probably need rescuing themselves. And Spokane was a three-hour flight.

“Don’t come back here!” Mother shouted from the other side of the house. “They shot her halfway out the window. Just a girl. Damn them!”

“Ma,” I called. “Should they scramble Boise or Spokane?”

“Damn them!” I heard her say again, stifling a sob.

“Ma?” I shouted. “I’ll tell them scramble Spokane, right?”

I took another step forward. There was a big oak tree in their front yard. Something was creaking in the branches.

I shined my light toward it and screamed.

A woman’s body, hanged by the neck, the skin charred black.
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Kill the right two hundred sigilrists and empirical philosophy as we know it will come to an end. And I know which ones.

Maxwell Gannet, Trencher Party presidential candidate, May 11, 1892

“SHE’S DEAD,” MOTHER SAID. “We can’t help her.”

“Was she still alive?” I asked, choking back tears. “When they burned her?”

“No,” said Mother. “Her hands aren’t bound. They shot her and then burned the body.”

A comfort to think so, at least.

“Help me get the wounded attached,” Mother said. “Them, we can still help. We’ll fly them to the hospital in Helena.”

“Okay,” I said.

Ma and I heaved the large man upright then clipped his harness to the back of hers. I dragged the stasied boy over and leaned him against Mother’s chest. She clipped into him, too. The stasied man behind her shifted and leaned precariously.

“I need to get in the air,” Ma said. “Grab your gear. I’ll meet you at fifty feet.”

I looked back at the corpse hanging in the tree—her dress charred, her face charred, her hands—

“Robert!”

“Okay,” I said.

Mother drew a launch sigil and climbed into the air. I went around back to retrieve my equipment. I had just buckled my powder bag into place on my right hip when I heard a creak.

“Hello!” I shouted.

I shined my flare toward the remains of the house and reached for my belt knife. I heard another noise.

There was a door to an underground storm cellar, open two inches. Someone was peeping out from under.

“Hello?” I called. “County philosopher!”

The door rose higher. It was a little girl, about four years old.

I went over and lifted the door open. She looked out at me in the flare’s eerie blue light. I took a knee so that we were on eye level.

“Hi, sweetie,” I said, sheathing my knife. “Come on out.”

“That’s not my name,” she said.

“What is your name?”

“Carla.”

“Come on out, Carla.”

“I’m not supposed to. Only if it’s a woman looking for me.”

“It’s okay,” I said. “My ma’s the county philosopher. I’m—her helper.”

She shook her head.

“Did you see us when we landed?” I asked. “That was my ma. She knew your mom a long time ago. Your mom’s name is Evelyn, right?”

The girl nodded. She had a rag doll in her hands and was twisting its arms. “I have to say good-bye to Mr. B first,” she said, pointing to the doll. Mr. B had braids and a gingham dress.

“Mr. B can come with us,” I said.

“I’m not allowed to take it outside.”

“You can, just for today.”

Carla climbed out into the rain. I took a child’s harness from my rigging bag and helped her into it.

“How many brothers and sisters do you have?” I asked.

“One brother,” she said. “And one sister.”

So no bodies that we’d missed.

“Our house burned down,” she said.

“Yeah,” I said. “Yeah, it did.”

“There were men with guns. I heard them shooting. Mom told me to go down in the storm cellar.”

I swallowed. “You did just right.”

“Did everybody get shot?” she asked.

“My ma’s carrying your brother and your dad. We’re going to take them to the big hospital in Helena.”

That seemed acceptable to her. Carla put her arms through the shoulder straps of the harness and stepped into the leg loops.

“Can you really fly?” she asked me.

“Sure,” I said.

“But you’re a boy.”

“Some boys can fly. I can fly.”

I picked her up and clipped her to my harness, snug against my chest, facing out. Safer for a child in front in the event of a hard landing. Her feet dangled in the air.

“Okay,” I said, handing her the doll. “I’m going to carry you and you’re going to carry Mr. B. Are you ready?” She didn’t answer. “When you say go, we’ll go up.”

“Why?” she asked.

“Because that’s how it’s done.”

“Oh,” she said. “Go!”

I pushed the lever on my regulator to open it and drew a launch sigil. We sprang into the air. I redrew my sigil to pull us up to fifty feet and picked out Mother by the light of the safety flare she’d attached to one ankle.

“What the hell are you doing?” Mother shouted when she caught sight of me.

“She’s not supposed to say that,” Carla told me.

“I know,” I said. I turned and called to Mother, “There was a little girl in the cellar. She’s okay. I couldn’t leave her!”

“Why didn’t you stasis her?”

“Because you’ve got the silver chloride!”

“Shit,” Ma said. “How fast can you go with a passenger? Eighty miles an hour?”

“Sure, probably,” I said, though that seemed generous.

“Well, follow me,” she said.

We climbed straight up through the cloud cover and set course for Helena. Within minutes, though, I was falling behind. I opened my regulator wider and redrew, bumping up a couple hundred feet in the process. I could still see what I thought was Mother’s flare, but by the time I flattened out I’d lost sight of her. Not a serious problem, since we had our calculations to fly by. But better to stay close to each other.

Location? I wrote on my message board to Mother.

Nothing.

Lost visual, I wrote. Still nothing. She might be quite close by, perhaps obscured by a whiff of fog. Or she might have dropped back to make sure I was managing. I checked over both shoulders, but couldn’t see her.

Something felt wrong about it. I drew the glyph for the State night desk and messaged Board check.

A few seconds later I got an answer: Received message was clear. This is a test message.

So my board wasn’t the problem.

I drew my mother’s glyph and sent: Y OK?

Carla turned to look up at me, tipping us several degrees off course.

“What are you writing?” she asked in an accusatory voice.

“A message to my mother,” I said, drawing sigils to adjust our heading.

I checked my message board again. There was something there, but it was illegible. Mother’s glyph, badly drawn, was in the sender’s corner. I peered at the message in the ghostly blue light of my safety flare. A moment later, something else came across. Ctu.

Continue. That didn’t put me at ease. Mother had grown up during a time when the fidelity of messaging was so poor they’d had boards practically the size of dinner tables and had to write in letters a foot high; by necessity, she’d learned to be economical with her words. But this was terse even by her standards.

Are you ok? I wrote.

Ctu she sent again.

Confirm? I wrote, Ctu to Helna? W/o you?

Y came the reply. Ctu.

You ok?

No answer. Obviously not okay. Maybe a minor technical problem—a jammed primary regulator—that Mother was working to fix. If that was the case, she didn’t need the added distraction of responding to me.

“I’m cold,” Carla whined.

“I know,” I said. “I’m sorry.”

A few minutes later, I reached the valley leading to Helena. I’d only been there once in my life. I could see lights, but I didn’t know where the hospital was.

I put us into a gentle descent and took a black book from the pouch on my belt. It contained a few hundred important message glyphs for the State of Montana, including the Department of Philosophical Medicine at St. Peter’s Hospital. They were supposed to have someone watching their board around the clock so that if a county philosopher in the field had a question she could write in for advice.

Pls light lnd field for hvr evac, I wrote.

Flier and ETA? the hospital replied.

R Weekes. Immedt, I answered.

Patient status?

It was ominous that they were asking. Ma should have messaged to let them know we were on the way.

I wrote: 50yo M, 14yo M; multipl gunsht, comatose; +STASIS.

There was no rejoinder. There were also no lights to mark my landing zone.

I still had plenty of powder, so I kept circling, hoping I might spot the hospital as a larger four-story brick blob among a landscape of slightly smaller blobs.

“What are you doing?” Carla asked.

“I’m waiting for instructions to land,” I said.

“You’re going to land? With me?”

“That’s what we do at the end of a flight.”

“I think you’re going to crash.”

“I’ve never crashed yet,” I said, which, discounting a few hiccups while learning to take off nine years before, was even pretty strictly true.

Off my left shoulder, I saw several blue lights flicker to life—flares to mark the corners of the landing field. I made for them, descending rapidly. The ground would be soft and muddy. No obstacles that I could see. Ideal.

There were several techniques for setting down, which depended on conditions and a flier’s personal style. I decided to use the simplest one: come to a dead hover a couple inches above the ground, cut my regulator, and simply drop.

I brought my altitude down to six feet and eased toward the field.

“Where’s Mr. B?” asked Carla.

“You have him,” I answered, as we came to three feet.

“Where is he?” she wailed, thrashing her arms.

I tried to compensate, but somehow introduced a lateral vector and started squeaking left. I couldn’t correct fast enough and overshot the field.

“I don’t have him!” cried Carla.

At the same moment, something mooed directly in front of me. I tried to maneuver up and over the herd of cows that had appeared out of nowhere, but my regulator jammed, cutting off the flow of powder. For a moment we hung in the air, eight feet off the ground, as my sigil faded and died. Then we dropped like a rock.

I hit hard and blind, rolling my left ankle and falling backward, clutching Carla to my chest to protect her from the impact. I bounced my head off the ground hard enough to hear bells. Or rather, I really did hear bells. The cows, which saw fliers land several times a week, plodded over to investigate.

“Flier down!” came a distant cry.

“You lost Mr. B!” Carla howled.

“Christ,” I muttered. I tried to stand, but my left ankle buckled under me.

“You’re not supposed to say that!” sobbed Carla.

I worked myself into a sitting position and began unclipping the girl’s harness. Two women and a man hurried over from the hospital building, carrying lanterns. One was a young nurse in a starched white uniform. One was a dour, middle-aged woman wearing a smokecarver’s gray apron over her dress, which would make her the hospital philosopher. The third wore a white coat that had been misbuttoned—a young physician who’d been dragged out of bed.

“Is that Angela Weekes?” the middle-aged woman asked.

“It’s Robert,” I said.

She nodded, as if that better accounted for what she was seeing. “Looked like an A in your message.”

“Is that the gunshot victim?” the doctor asked.

The nurse knelt by Carla. “What did he do to you? Are you hurt?”

“Why isn’t she in stasis?” the doctor demanded.

“He lost Mr. B!”

“Where are you hurt, sweetheart?”

“That’s not my name!”

“Where’s Emmaline?”

“Everybody shut up!” I roared. To my surprise, they did.

“We got called for an RA out past Bozeman,” I said. “There were no other fliers available, so my mother brought me. We found two injured and two more—deceased. Ma took the wounded, but I lost contact with her. I think she went down. And Carla lost her dolly.”

“You two, get her inside, please,” the hospital philosopher said to the others. “I’ll see to him.”

The nurse picked up the girl, but Carla squirmed in her arms, twisting so that she could see me. “I hate you!” she screamed.

I pressed my lips together and tried to regain my composure. The hospital philosopher put her arm on my shoulder.

“Is that Evelyn Klein’s girl?” she asked me. “My God, what happened?”

I tried to find my voice. “They shot her and hanged her and burned her. They shot everybody.”

“Oh, Jesus!” the woman said. “Does the girl know?”

“I don’t think she understands.”

“Oh, Lord.” She wiped her eyes. “That’s a terrible thing to see. You come inside, too, Robert. I’m Bertie Synge. I’m the chief of medical philosophy.”

I took her hand and shook it. “Doctor,” I said. “Are you a hoverer, by any chance?”

“Good heavens, no,” she said. “I do stasisry and smokecarving. I’ll be the one to do the anesthesia for the gunshot cases in the operating room.”

“There aren’t going to be any cases if we can’t find my mother,” I said. “Does anybody here fly?”

“One or two of the nurses, but certainly no one well enough to take a passenger.”

With mounting panic, I realized I was going to be searching for Mother alone. And I had no idea where she was.
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Upward! You must be moving upward while launching. You are not flying, you are engaging in a prolonged and well-controlled ten-mile broad jump.

Amelia Tintinalli, Hovering Emergencies and Recovery, Third Edition, 1915

DR. SYNGE SHOWED ME into the hoverers’ room, which was a sparsely furnished office. I eased into a chair, my left ankle still throbbing, and drew to receive messages on the tabletop board. Nothing new. I tried another message to Mother.

“Nothing?” Synge asked.

I shook my head. I messaged the State Office to explain the situation and beg for help.

Impossible, they replied. There are 100+ injured or missing at the mining camp in Eureka. Have diverted volunteers from Boise, Spokane, and Calgary to assist. Cannot provide search team to you before late morning at earliest.

The Kleins’ stasis sigils only had a little more than an hour left—they were going to be dead by the time I got help.

I spread out the large Montana map on the table while Dr. Synge looked on.

“The Klein place is forty miles away,” Synge said. “That’s all rough country. You couldn’t search that much territory alone in a month.”

“Right,” I said. “But I lost track of Ma five minutes into the flight. It took her two or three minutes to message me. If she stayed within ten degrees of our course that leaves . . .”

I used a ruler and compass to draw a triangle on the map and did the calculations. Fifty-five hundred acres. Still impossible.

But then there it was, scrawled across the board: RA.

Request assistance. I heaved a huge sigh of relief. Mother was down and probably hurt, but she was together enough to send a meaningful message.

Where are you? I wrote.

This time the reply came quickly: Dwn. On course line.

Every hoverer who’d ever made an unplanned landing claimed she’d stayed right on course, even if she’d glided for miles in the wrong direction. But if Mother really had, then finding her would be as simple as retracing my route to the Kleins’ house. It might really be possible to do it myself.

Cn y light flares? I wrote.

Y.

Are y hurt?

No answer to that. So, yes.

I pushed myself to my feet, grunting in pain, and began buckling my powder bag back on.

“This is not a good idea,” Dr. Synge said. “If you try to do this alone with a bad ankle and a concussion, then we’re going to be searching for you, too.”

“There’s barely an hour left on those stasis sigils. They’re going to die if I don’t try!”

Dr. Synge hissed through her teeth. “How long can you fly before philosophical fatigue sets in?”

That was a fair question.

The problem for philosophers is that you can’t get something for nothing. When a philosopher’s body supplies the philosophical power for an energy-intensive sigil, like hovering, it throws her blood chemistry out of kilter. Mother, who’d been flying for four decades, could go hours without feeling the effects, but if I hovered longer than an hour I wound up with a raging headache. Push beyond that, and I risked muscle cramps, confusion, and palpitations. Go further still and my heart might simply stop.

“I’ll be fine to get there and back,” I said. I pulled on my helmet and goggles.

“I can’t allow this,” said Dr. Synge. “You’re an unqualified teenager, a male, who’s never—”

“I’m Emmaline Weekes’s son!” I shouted. “Either help or get out of the way.”

Synge gave a half shake of the head. She pulled my arm over her shoulders and helped me limp out of the hospital and onto the landing field.

“Godspeed, Mr. Weekes,” Dr. Synge said, tucking an extra stasis kit into my workbag.

I launched and accelerated hard, cleaving as closely as possible to my line of navigation. The rain had slackened and the cloud cover was beginning to break up. That was good news for the moment, but that sort of change in the weather often presaged dense banks of fog, which would be disastrous. After twenty minutes, as I neared the point where Mother had most likely lost power, I slowed and descended.

To my surprise, I found her almost immediately. The blue light of several safety flares shone around her. True to her word, she’d stayed right on course. That was experience for you.

I drew sigils to land, setting down with an overeager touch-and-crouch approach. My ankle turned under me and I nearly fell on Mother.

“Damn time,” she said.

“If you’d answer your messages—” I growled, then stopped short.

Ma looked awful. She’d ended up prone with the still-paralyzed man on top of her, pinning her to the ground. One of the straps binding her to her front passenger had come loose, tangling around Mother’s right arm, which looked broken.

I reached down to unhook the boy from Mother’s front, but the steel carabiner was bent.

“Cut it,” said Ma.

I cut the straps with my belt knife and pulled the boy’s inert body free. Then I dragged the man off her and cut away the straps that Ma’s arm had fouled in. Mother rolled onto her side. She grimaced and drew her wounded arm to her chest. She was breathing in short, grating pants.

“Broken ribs?” I asked.

“Can’t get any air,” she gasped.

“Let’s get you to the hospital.”

She waved me off and for a moment made as if she might climb to her feet. Her primary powder bag had burst when she hit the ground and her secondary had a large tear in it. Not fit for use, but she reached for it anyway, like she was going to attach it to her rigging, which I’d just shredded. She wasn’t thinking right or breathing right. I knew what I had to do. I tried not to let the fear seep into my voice.

“I’ll put you in stasis,” I said. “It’ll be easy. You’ve seen me do it a hundred times.”

“On paper,” she said. “Have you ever? On a person?”

“Once. Sort of. On Willard’s horse when it broke its leg.”

Ma winced. “How’d the horse do?”

“Well, he died. But not because of my sigil!”

Mother shut her eyes and I helped her roll on her back. I extracted one of the thin strips of indicator paper from the kit Synge had given me, wet it with my tongue, and stuck it to Ma’s neck. I could see the pulse in her neck bounding.

“Fly them first,” she murmured.

That made good sense. There was enough time to get the Kleins to the hospital before their stases wore off, but not enough to take Mother and then come back for them. Putting them under a second time was out of the question—the simple stasis sigil that Mother and I used didn’t work on the same person twice.

I popped the cork off the tube of silver chloride and kissed Ma on the forehead.

“Don’t fuck this up,” she whispered.

I blew a breath out and before I had a chance to reconsider, let the powder spill out, tracing the series of arcs over her chest. She blinked and her eyelids froze half-shut. Her pulse was gone. Her breathing had stopped. Trembling, I reached for her hand and pulled on it. It didn’t move. A good, strong stasis.

I peeled the indicator strip off her skin and tested it with formic acid: sixty-eight minutes before Mother woke. I didn’t have a second to waste.

I wrestled the still-stasied man into an undamaged harness and rolled him so that he was facedown in the mud. Then I clipped the boy onto my back and—thank God the kid was small—lowered myself, so that I was lying on top of the big man. I attached my chest clips to the back of his harness, then heaved onto my side and got my right leg under me. I opened my regulator wide, drew to launch, and pushed off with my good foot.

I sprang into the air and the bodies came with me. After a series of sigils to level us, I shoved my passengers into positions where they weren’t banging into some vital part of me, poured on speed, and made for Helena.

I pushed my regulator to six ounces per minute and then worked my way up to 9.9. I’d never had it so high. Even with all the weight I was dragging, I should be making nearly one hundred fifty miles an hour. But any slower and Mother would come to before I got her to Dr. Synge.

I spotted the landing field in the faint predawn light and prepared to land. Touching down with stasied passengers was complicated because they hit the ground before you did. I tried to make sure that the large man strapped to my chest made contact with both feet at the same time, but he struck one side before the other and toppled sideways, spinning me down to the ground with him.

“Flier down!” came the shout.

Dr. Synge, along with the same doctor and nurse, ran over and unhooked my passengers. Several orderlies came up with stretchers.

“How’s your mother?” Synge asked.

“Bad,” I said. “She couldn’t breathe. I put her under.”

“How long on her stasis?”

“She’s got about fifty minutes left,” I said. “It was my first time.”

“That’s a hell of a way to learn. Your head’s okay?”

“Achy,” I said. “But I hit it twice. I don’t think it’s philosophical fatigue, just a concussion.”

“Lovely,” Dr. Synge deadpanned. “Go quick.”

I launched, flew twenty minutes, and found Mother without difficulty. I landed and grabbed Ma under the armpits, pulling her upright so that she was leaning back against me. I attached her to my chest harness and lifted off.

Two minutes into the return flight, the sun peeked over the horizon and I realized something was wrong with me. Faintly at first, then steadily louder, came a sound like a vast sheet of metal being cut by an endless saw blade. As the sunlight grew brighter, the shrieking in my head intensified.

I began to panic. It was philosophical fatigue, coming on me rapidly. I’d never had it so bad—it felt as if my brain were tearing itself in two. I reached to turn my regulator down but couldn’t focus my eyes. My fingers didn’t look real.

Did I have minutes left before my heart seized up? Another hour?

As I approached Helena, the city dissolved into a blur. Splashes of color played across the inside of my eyelids: spinning concentric circles, dumbbell shapes expanding and contracting, tangled messes of lines.

This is how I’m going to die. I couldn’t banish the thought. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t move.

Then a final reserve of energy surged up. Acting on reflex, I cut speed and turned, following the same course I’d flown twice already. The hospital materialized through the haze and then the landing field. But I couldn’t judge my altitude. I was approaching too fast.

Do it ugly.

I clutched Mother to my chest, aimed for a piece of ground free of cows, and shut off my regulator. My sigil sputtered out and I glided in the last few feet, legs stretched out in front of me like a ballplayer sliding. I hit the mud butt-first, knocked my head backward into the ground, and skidded to a stop.

The whine in my head slowly dropped in pitch. I was content to lie there, my eyes clamped shut, until the end of days.

Several sets of hands unhooked Mother from me.

“—hear me? Robert! Robert?”

Dr. Synge.

“Open your eyes, Robert!”

My eyes fluttered open and I got a face of the early-morning sun.

“Well,” I mumbled. “That wasn’t so—”

And then my heart stopped.
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God looked down and said, “Give me the right sort of American. Give me a woman who’ll tend a garden in the time-honored fashion, with watering can, long-handled hoe, and salt for the slugs. No piece of sorcerer’s glass for her. No, she’ll grow tomatoes as we have for six thousand years and if she picks them three months later, they’re all the sweeter for it. And I’ll call that woman a Trencher.”

God said, “Give me a man who’ll wake at dawn to feed the horses, put in a full day’s work, and ride five miles into town on a Tuesday night so that he can vote in a municipal election, then ride five miles home in the dark. What use does he have for flying? Leave it for the birds, the bats, and the angels. He lives his life in the right way, the one his father would recognize—and the generations before, straight on back to Adam. And I’ll call that man a Trencher, too.”

Maxwell Gannet, “Sermon on the New Trencher Party,” 1917

I SPENT TWENTY-EIGHT HOURS sleeping off the effects of my overexertion. When I finally woke, I saw a familiar figure sitting in a chair at the foot of my bed. I could tell she was annoyed, no less so for being focused on her knitting, which she performed with such intensity that one pitied the yarn. My littlest big sister, home from New York City.

“Angela,” I called out hoarsely.

She barely looked up from her row of stitches. “Is it true you botched three landings in one night?”

“Yeah,” I croaked. “At least.”

“It’s a good thing they forbade me to touch you, because I should give you a thrashing like you wouldn’t believe. Embarrassing me like that. Folks are going to say Angie Weekes forgot to teach little Boober how to land. You made the front page of the Billings Gazette, by the way. It must have seemed amusing enough that the Tattler in Detroit picked it up, too—‘Male Flier Rescues Three in “Mantana.” ’ The article was almost as long as the title. I’ve had to fend off your throngs of admirers.”

“Hundreds?”

“Thousands,” she said dryly.

Angela set down her knitting and came over to take my hand. “So, you lost your pulse for about a minute after you landed with Mother. Dr. Synge said you were too stupid to die and as long as you survived the first day, you’d probably make a full recovery.”

“Glad to hear it,” I rasped. I touched my nose. There was a rubber tube running through it and down my throat.

“Ma dislocated her arm and punctured a lung,” Angela continued. “She’s looking fit, all things considered. They’ve caught her twice trying to sneak out to take calls.”

Angela kissed me on the cheek. “I have to go find Dr. Synge. If you die in the next five minutes, I’ll never hear the end of it.”

Synge bustled in a moment later.

“Entirely in your debt, Mr. Weekes,” she said. “We so rarely get to see the effects of over-philosophizing in a male, much less with a full-blown cardiac arrest. I’ll get a paper for the Journal of Experimental Medical Philosophy out of you for certain.”

“Terrific,” I said.

She tested my reflexes and grip strength and, satisfied I wasn’t dying in front of her, rang for a meal tray.

“We’ve been running potassium chloride into you through that nasogastric tube, but I think it might be pleasanter to do it the old-fashioned way,” she said.

Dr. Synge yanked the two-foot-long rubber tube out through my nose. I groaned and wiped blood from the nostril.

An orderly brought me mashed potatoes, sliced bananas, and fresh orange slices—the philosopher’s classic high-potassium recovery diet. I was ravenous. I stuffed sections of the orange in my mouth and though the juices stung my throat, I asked for a second helping of everything.

“You’re indecently healthy for what you’ve been through,” Dr. Synge told me. “You’ll have to forgive me if I spend too long with you. I needed a win.”

“The Kleins,” I said, “did they not . . . ?”

She shook her head. “The husband went quick. He’d lost too much blood. But we spent eight hours in surgery with the son. We thought we’d repaired the damage. Then his carotid artery ruptured.”

She exhaled sharply.

“And little Carla,” Synge continued. “She was in every hour to see you—we couldn’t keep her away. She told anyone who would listen that some boys can fly. ‘Did you know some boys can fly?’ ”

Her voice caught at the end.

“Her aunt came from San Francisco,” Synge said. “She took Carla back with her. But they left you something.”

She glanced toward an old rag doll on my bedside table.

“Mr. B,” I said.

“The groundskeeper found it while he was mowing the grass yesterday.”

I picked the doll up and held it. It smelled like smoke. I thought of the hanged woman—her face charred to the bone, her body scorched. My jaw clenched.

“It was remarkable, what you did,” Dr. Synge said. “To go back out, injured, alone, into the night, and pull out three wounded.”

“I did my job,” I said. “I did what I had to.”

“No, you don’t understand, Robert. Most of our county philosophers couldn’t have done that. Even back in—well, I served in the Philippines, in ’99. I’ll tell you, three-quarters of Rescue and Evac couldn’t have managed it solo. You would have won the White Ribbon.”

That was the US Sigilry Corps’ highest decoration for valor. She couldn’t have paid me a more extravagant compliment.

And it boiled up within me.

“If I had my choice of any job in the world—” I began.

If I said it out loud, she would laugh me right back to Guille’s Run.

“Would I have any chance to fly for the Corps?” I asked her. “In R&E? As a man?”

Dr. Synge took a sheet of flat black smoke from her pocket and flipped it between her fingers, weaving it into a checkerboard pattern then unweaving it.

“You’d be the first one,” she said. “They’d put you through hell. Why would you ever want that?”

“They have the best fliers in the world. They save lives instead of taking them. And it sounds stupid, but all my heroes growing up were R&E—Lt. Col. Rodgers, Hatcher and Jimenez, and . . .”

“And your mother?”

I blushed and turned away. “Yeah.”

Synge smiled. “After the other night, I think you get to be one of hers. Not that Emmaline would ever admit it.”

“Lord, no.”

“Have you told her you want to join?”

“About a thousand times when I was a kid. You can imagine how she reacted. She always said it would be impossible.”

Synge shook her head. “It would be hard for R&E to put a man in the field with a wing of forty women, I won’t argue that. But maybe not impossible. The Corps has always prided itself on taking sigilrists based on their skill, not their background. Half their women are dirt-poor or foreign or colored. Hell, your mama was nothing but a little half-starved Ozark girl with red clay still between her toes when she signed up in ’71. Or so I’ve heard.”

I laughed at that. “Did you know her then?”

“No, I didn’t join until ’98, right out of college. I was a proper Presbyterian young lady from a fancy part of Cleveland. I got to Manila and my platoon had a Negro as a lieutenant, two Italians, and a Mexican. You should have seen the look on my face—impossible. They all turned out to be better smokecarvers than me. I changed my tune in a hurry.”

She seemed amused by the idea. “So why not a male, too?”

•  •  •

Gallatin County’s sheriff joined us. He was a fat, amiable little man by the name of Lew Hansen. An old friend of Mother’s—when he did searches by air for lost ranchers or outlaws hiding in the countryside, he preferred Ma to be the philosopher who carried him.

“Young Boober, good to see you awake!” Sheriff Hansen said, reaching over to shake my hand.

“Thank you, sir,” I said.

Hansen sat beside Dr. Synge. He was the sort of fellow you could more easily picture with a slice of plum cake in one hand and a glass of brandy in the other, carrying on at the social hall.

“There’s no other way to say it,” Hansen told me. “You saw a hell of an evil thing night before last. Four murders and an arson.”

“Yeah,” I said.

“I already talked to your mom. Heard her account. I’ve been out there myself, looked the Kleins’ place over. But I wonder if you could tell me what happened as you recall it.”

I described for him at what time we’d arrived, the state of the house and the outbuildings, the position of the dead and the wounded.

“So, I think it might have been the Trenchers,” I concluded.

Hansen and Synge shared a look.

“Well, yes,” Sheriff Hansen said. “I’d say it’s about the most clear-cut—”

Then he stopped and pushed his glasses up his nose.

“So, Boober, your mom . . .” he said. “Has she told you much about what she did the last time the Trenchers rose up? During the Disturbances? Who she did it with?”

Growing up, that had been a delicate topic, even with family friends. It was common knowledge that Ma had fought in the smoldering conflicts between the Trenchers and ordinary philosophers, called the First and Second Disturbances—or the Trencher Wars, if you were feeling provocative. In 1891 and then again in 1901, the Trenchers had embarked on campaigns of intimidation and assassination, killing prominent sigilrists across Missouri and Kansas. Mother had joined several of the philosophical “societies for mutual aid and defense” that had opposed them. They’d named themselves the Jayhawks and had had no compunction about retaliating with violence of their own. It had been a dangerous time to be an outspoken Trencher. A masked flying woman might pluck you off the street in broad daylight, castrate you, and hang you naked by your ankles from the steeple of the highest church in town. With or without a bullet in your head.

As children, Angela and I had whispered about that sort of thing after bedtime. Whether Mother had been responsible for any of those “liquidations.” Whether she was a killer. But we knew never to talk about it in polite company.

“Oh, everyone says she was involved some,” I said.

“You recall anything from, say, 1904?” Hansen asked.

“Not really,” I said. “I would have been five years old. Things got a little hot, I guess. Ma moved Angela and me down to St. Louis for a few months with a friend of hers—Aunt Nelson, we called her, though I don’t think she was anyone’s aunt. Ma was gone for a week or two at a time, doing I don’t know what. Fighting, I’d suppose.”

“You’d be right,” said Dr. Synge.

“Then your ma would come back to the Nelson place in the middle of the night,” Sheriff Hansen said. “And you’d sit in her lap while everyone drank coffee and went over maps. You measured distances for us—Emmaline’s little navigator.”

“Oh my God!” I said. “Were the two of you there?”

“As a lawman, Lew shouldn’t answer that,” Dr. Synge said. “But I can say that I was there. So was Mrs. Klein. About half the women who are Montana county philosophers now were, too. You ever run into Mrs. Yzerman in Missoula or Mrs. O’Malley in Butte, they could tell you some stories.”

I’d met them both several times. They’d struck me as pleasant, unexceptional women.

“But, yes, Robert you’re right,” said Sheriff Hansen. “Evelyn Klein shot and her body hanged and burned doesn’t leave any doubt. It’s classic Trencher methods.”

“How is that possible?” I asked. “There aren’t any Trenchers in Montana.”

I imagined Trenchers as most young people of my generation did: a lot of rabid, vicious old men. The first Trenchers had taken their name from the Confederate soldiers who’d survived the Battle of Petersburg, Virginia, the ones who’d crawled out of the trenches, blind and with their lungs already starting to scar, the skin sloughing from their faces and hands—the Brotherhood of the Trenches. Many of them had lived for decades afterward and had become outspoken advocates for removing sigilry from warfare. Some of the Northerners who’d endured attacks by Wainwright’s Legion had joined them.
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