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  When the mind renews itself without forming new patterns, habits, without again falling into the groove of imitation, then it remains fresh, young, innocent, and is therefore capable of infinite understanding.

  For such a mind there is no death because there is no longer a process of accumulation. It is the process of accumulation that creates habit, imitation, and for the mind that accumulates there is deterioration, death. But a mind that is not accumulating, not gathering, that is dying each day, each minute—for such a mind there is no death. It is in a state of infinite space.

  —J. Krishnamurti


  I


  CHAPTER ONE

  On Southheap
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  Holding out both of his leather-palmed hands for balance, the gentleman corpse known as Jacob Campbell thrust a boot into Southheap. Infinitesimal bits of burnt plastic, chipped wood, and styrofoam plinked down the slope. When no landslide followed, he staggered forward with all the grace of a marionette operated by a novice.

  “Chin up, now,” he said to himself in a tight-throated voice, “just put one foot in front of the other, and you’re all but guaranteed not to spend eternity in pieces.”

  For years, Southheap had hulked in the distance through the window of his Dead City flat, so huge, familiar, and featureless that he gave it no more thought than the sepia skies. Even when he’d planned this journey, it hadn’t occurred to him to wonder where all this garbage had come from, much less why a population obsessed with scavenging had tossed it all aside. Now that he’d spent the better part of a week watching it slide and skitter beneath his weight, he knew more than he cared to. With every step, Southheap spilled its grotty secrets between his feet, threatening to break or bury him, or both, if he dwelled too long on what he’d seen.

  The surface of this colorless mound had been dumped here one bucket, one barrow-load at a time, that much was obvious. But its core, he’d realized during the past few days, had been deposited by the whims of the river over the course of centuries. Whenever she flooded, Lethe toyed with the structure of Southheap as surely as she reordered the city below, and no dead man knew how or why.

  Jacob trod on a trove of moldering newspapers that crumbled into sand and ink at the touch of his sole. He tottered backward, finding his footing a moment before the scree shifted. Trembling, he watched a shelf of garbage tumble down toward the river’s edge, exposing a curved talon of iron rebar that would have impaled him had he trusted that step for a moment more.

  “I should’ve sent a damn debtor,” he whispered. So far as he knew, no one who could afford this trip made it themselves, for reasons that became clearer every hour. He’d made up his mind, however, that his business here was too important to entrust to a hired hand. Despite the danger, he meant to begin his quest as he hoped to end it: with his own hard-won strength.

  As Jacob picked his way toward a remnant of the spiraling path that debtors of old had built to dump their barrows of trash, he heard a clanging from the city below. They were ringing the hour in the crumbling minaret near his flat in the Preservative District. It was four in the morning, though it looked, as ever, like a hazy afternoon. He tallied five days and fourteen hours since he’d left the comfort of home, a length of time that might well have sent him spiraling into despondency had its echoes not been accompanied by his first glimpse of the fortuneteller’s dwelling.

  Just beyond the edge of the path, an upended water tower was half-buried in a mound of debris, and beyond its rusted curve lay a view of the River Lethe unparalleled in the city proper. Jacob, despite his unmoving lungs, gasped.

  Its purplish waters were wide and slow-moving. The motionless corpses that floated on its surface were surrounded by glittering shoals of refuse and roiling rainbows of oil. There, past the bobbing shape of a claw-footed bathtub, was the stretch of river-bend where he’d thrashed out of the mud and onto his newly lifeless feet nearly a decade ago. With this unexpected glimpse of his point of deathly origin, it all came rushing back: how, after days of toil, he’d propped his numb body up on one palm, then another, only to lose his purchase in the slippery mud and splash face-first into those amniotic waters, where the whole humiliating process began anew.

  Dazed by the memory of his quickening, and by that of his death that lay in hiding behind it, Jacob took a single thoughtless step.

  One was enough. His arms windmilled, too wildly, too late, and he fell backward, landing with a crash on the lumpen cushion of his overstuffed knapsack. Scrabbling at the surface of Southheap, he screamed for help to no one, then bit off the sound as the ground beneath him gave. The underworld blurred and tumbled, all beige skies and thundering rubbish, and all he could think was how close he’d come before the end.

  For there could be no question that his quest was over. He could hear the rush becoming a roar behind him as he somersaulted onto his belly. Riding a cresting wave of detritus, he saw a thin wall of scrap metal approaching and jammed his hands down and to the left. With inches to spare, he tumbled away from that serrated edge and thumped into the gray-green curve of a rotting featherbed.

  Keening in gratitude, he lifted his head to witness the cascade thundering past. His spine would have snapped in two, and his crumpled halves would have been buried for the rest of time, or at least until the next flood. He fell back onto the mattress and shuddered: if anything could be worse than spending an endless existence buried in a landfill, it would be lying in the mud at the bottom of Lethe, watching his body deliquesce.

  The bells seemed to speed up as he lay inert, thanking the starless sky. An hour passed, then twelve, then twenty-four. Finally he sat up, checking his arms, then his legs, then the rest.

  Somehow he hadn’t broken so much as a toe. It was a miracle. No: a blessing.

  He tugged the plastic vial from a pocket in his knapsack and pressed it to his shrunken lips. He’d never been so sure of the rightness of his path. Now if only he could stay on it—and stay vertical!

  Hampered by the grip of his rotting musculature on his bones, he resumed his ascent, twice as carefully as before, but without any undue worry. In life, such a setback might have distressed him, even sent him into a panic, but in the underworld, the time he’d lost was utterly insignificant. Like any other corpse, Jacob had no need for rest or nourishment, and any occupied hour was a relief so long as his body remained whole, mobile, and suitably preserved.

  He spent another seven such hours regaining the ground he’d lost. Giving his full attention to his footsteps, he was surprised at how well-tended the interrupted path became as it led to the seer’s door. Someone had packed it down, forcibly and recently. Stepping lightly now, he rubbed his reupholstered palms together, the high-pitched scrunch of their leather soothing his mind.

  “Greetings!” he cried, jerking one hand over his head, but as soon as he’d had a good look into the murk of her chamber, he choked on his prepared speech. From the roof to the rust-bitten curve of the floor, the room was packed with filth-encrusted children’s toys. Quilts and blankets spewed moldy down onto jacks-in-the-box with broken springs. Board games missing their pieces served as tables for eyeless dolls. In the center of the candy-colored sprawl sat the seer known as Ma Kicks, her body so thoroughly ravaged by time that Jacob felt a professional ache at the sight. From forehead to foot, her skin was full of holes, flashing elbows, cheekbones, and knuckles alike. Her face was a soiled handkerchief askew on her skull, incapable of expression.

  “My name is Jacob Campbell,” he said, steadying himself enough to bow. “I come with a gift—and an uncommon question.”

  Ma Kicks still hadn’t moved, but at the sound of his voice, something within her did. Startled, he staggered backward, fixing his attention on her belly.

  She must have been near her ninth month of pregnancy when she’d died. Since then, her womb had given way, and from its dark cavity two tiny, skeletal feet emerged, dangling over the edge, kicking into the open air.

  “What’s that?” she whispered, bowing her head. “Oh. All right. If we got to, we got to.” Looking up, she seemed to notice Jacob for the first time. “Strange. Strange agent you are. What’s your name, now?”

  “Jacob,” he said, uneasy at repeating such simple information. “Jacob Campbell. May I be so bold as to—”

  “Why’d you come?” Her hands drifted with maddening languidness toward her baby’s feet.

  “As I said, I came to ask—”

  “I don’t mean what for,” she said, her voice as slow as molasses. One decimated hand found the child’s toes and slowly wiggled over them. “Coochee-coo,” she murmured, then looked up again. “I mean why you. Everybody sends somebody. Nobody comes up here himself. That’s the whole point.”

  “The point of what?” said Jacob. Had Ma Kicks been away from the company of corpses so long that she’d gone mad? Or had she always been this way?

  “The point of leaving.” She was playing pat-a-cake now, at the tempo of a dirge. “They send servants, the servants don’t want to small talk. And it’s quiet that gets us through the years.”

  Jacob steeled himself and stepped into the doorway. “What I have to ask is too—too personal to entrust to a proxy. Both for me and for you. I’m not here to speak to Ma Kicks.”

  For the first time, she seemed to give him her full attention, her hands plopping into her lap. Even the baby’s restless feet were still.

  “I’m here,” he went on, “to ask a question of Clarissa.”

  Her body stiffened. Jacob grabbed the flaking corner of her doorway, suddenly fearful that he’d gone about this all wrong.

  “That—that’s what they called you, isn’t it? In the days when you worked beneath Dead City’s streets?”

  Her head was shaking, as if palsied. She seemed unable to speak. He could think of nothing to do but press on.

  “When you worked in the Tunnels, with that traveler known to every citizen as—”

  Then the chamber exploded in a din so abrasive that both of them ducked.

  “Remington!” she roared over what sounded like a jackhammer atop the hollow drum of the room. “I told you not to play up there!” Hustling Jacob out of the way, she stomped onto the path that curved up and around the water tower. Stunned by her sudden animation, he followed behind, striding uneasily onto the percussive roof.

  There, leaping to and fro with that utter lack of coordination that is the hallmark of a recent immigrant to the Land of the Dead, a teenaged boy as pale as milk was at play. In his hand he held a gutless tennis racket, which he swung with savage ineptitude at the trio of blackbirds flapping and diving at his head, trying for his eyes. The boy’s freckled face was seized in an expression of amiable surprise, and his body, clad only in blue jeans, was so perfectly unblemished that Jacob couldn’t imagine how he’d died.

  “Didn’t I tell you to keep off the roof?” scolded Ma Kicks, snatching the racket from his hand and whacking it sidewise into one of the blackbirds. It tumbled down the side of Southheap, squawking in protest. Its partners, impressed by her aim, flapped away, and she aimed the racket at Remington. “Didn’t I tell you, now?”

  Jacob was still struggling to assimilate the change in her demeanor, to say nothing of her sudden increase in volume.

  “But, Ma,” said Remington, his voice an earnest alto, “those big birds were picking on a little one! They picked him right apart.” Ma Kicks tossed the racket off the roof, and Remington turned to Jacob, as if they were old friends. “This little crow, you should have seen him go. He caught a beetle all on his own, and then those three big guys swooped down and tore his belly open to get it out. Well, he pecked the biggest one of them right in the eye, and then two of them held his wings in their beaks while the other one tore them off, like kkkkt!” As he swung his bare arms through the air to illustrate, he lost his footing and slammed onto his back, sending a thunderclap through the roof of the chamber.

  Ma Kicks paced close to Jacob, leaning close. “This little fool don’t heed a word I say,” she said, in a conspirator’s whisper. “Crawled straight up here from the river and had his mortis on my doorstep, and now I can’t get rid of him.”

  “That’s—quite the predicament,” said Jacob under his breath. It occurred to him that Ma Kicks had taken a sort of surrogate, a child who could act where hers could not. He wondered if the bond of motherhood, if nothing else, might stir her from inaction.

  “Where did that little crow go, anyway?” Shoving himself onto his bare feet, Remington stumbled around in a circle, and as he turned his back, Jacob saw the jagged wound that had caused his death. The back of his head had been obliterated by a shotgun, and nothing remained but gleaming bone.

  “That’s why I call him Remington,” murmured Ma Kicks. “Dummy crossed over with his brainpan clean as a mixing-bowl. Big toe stuck in a shottie’s trigger-guard. Came up the Heap using it as a walking stick. But since he left his brains behind, he don’t remember a moment of his life. Boy’s halfway between an idiot and an angel, but the idiot half is on my last nerve.

  “Aw, Remy, put that bird down!” she cried, staggering off the roof in disgust. “Nasty things got diseases even a corpse could catch.”

  Remington bounded up to Jacob, thrusting his cradled hands out before him. “See, look at him! He’s scrappy. And little. I think he’s like a kid crow.”

  The crow and its wings, stunned by the shock of division, lay perfectly still in the boy’s cradled hands. “Let’s sit down here,” said Jacob, clearing a space in the rubble and depositing his knapsack by its side, sensing a rare opportunity to win the seer’s favor. “Put the crow down, if you would, and we’ll see if we can stitch him up.” With nimble, practiced gestures, he pulled out several plastic canisters, selecting a needle and a spool. “The thread’s black, you see, so it will blend right in.”

  “Will his wings work?”

  “No way to know unless we try,” said Jacob, teasing the skin loose from the wing-stubs with a dental tool. He glanced at Ma Kicks, who was watching them sidelong. “I rarely work with postmortem severance, but since the incident was recent, there’s hope.”

  As Remington stared in mute fascination, Jacob told him to retrieve a film canister full of paper clips from the knapsack and straighten two of them. “We’ll fix the wings to the body with those,” he explained as Remington fumbled with the cap. “I’ll have to jam them into the muscles to keep them in place, but it won’t hurt your friend. He’s past all that now.”

  “How do you know how to do this?” said Remington, popping the cap open, spilling paper clips everywhere.

  “Not to worry, I’ll pick those up in a moment. I know how to do this because this is how I earn my keep. I’m a preservationist: I apply cosmetic, medical, and taxidermic principles to the business of keeping long-dead corpses looking like they were only just living. I don’t get many crows for clients, though; I fix people. Although my first client, believe it or not, was a rat named Japheth.”

  “A talking rat?” said Remington.

  “Not that I noticed.” Jacob dipped his needle into the skin at the crow’s shoulder, then through the wing. “I named him myself. His situation was rather similar to that of your friend: he’d made his way out of the river, and some citizen, in spite or ignorance, had stomped on him. As a result, his front end worked, but his little bottom dragged on the ground, and as he passed by the spot where I’d been sitting since my mortis passed, I found him so pitiful that I determined to fix him using the basic skills of taxidermy, a hobby of mine in livelier times.

  “I had a theory I was eager to test, you see. Some of the corpses I’d seen on the streets were like you: they had bodies like living folk, with muscles and organs intact. But some—forgive me, Clarissa—were more like Ma Kicks, little more than skeletons dressed in skin.”

  “Hell, I know what I look like,” muttered Ma Kicks, keeping an eye on Remington while she reached absentmindedly into her womb.

  “So what was the theory?” said Remington.

  “Since the corpses who were only skin and bone seemed to move just as well as the fleshy ones,” said Jacob, testing the flexibility of one reattached wing with his fingers, “I came to believe that bones are the engine driving the motion of the dead.”

  “Bones are the engine,” whispered Remington, as if he might be quizzed on this point.

  “To prove this theory, I experimented on little Japheth, who didn’t object. With the pocket-knife I’d brought with me from the Lands Above—”

  “The what?”

  “That’s what we call the world of the living, where all corpses come from. In any case: with my pocket-knife, I skinned the little fellow, keeping his pelt on a nearby ledge to cure. Gently, I pulled all the muscles from all his bones, then sat for weeks whittling what’s called a body-mold from a piece of driftwood.”

  “That’s gross,” said Remington with approval. “What’s a body-mold?”

  “A carving that replicates the musculature. A fake body, if you will, that fits inside the skin. A tall order, since I wanted to fit his tiny bones inside the wood just as they’d have sat in the muscles. If bones were indeed the engine that drove Japheth’s motion, I’d have to leave them in place if I wanted him to be able to move.

  “While I carved, Japheth’s skeleton waited patiently, holding together all the while, even scuttling around at a surprisingly rapid clip. When I finished, I snapped the body mold into place and sewed up his skin, which by then was as dry as a little rug, enabling him to walk proudly, looking as hearty as a sewer-rat in its prime. After that, I was able to swap him for three years’ credit, with which I purchased my first set of tools. And that,” said Jacob, snipping the thread on the crow’s second wing, “is how I developed the Jacob Campbell Preservative Treatment.”

  “Preservative Treatment,” Remington pronounced, jabbing a finger perilously close to Jacob’s cheek. “Is that what’s wrong with your face?”

  “What’s—wrong? Whatever do you mean?” Grasping the crow in one hand, Jacob dipped the other into his knapsack, retrieving a cracked compact mirror and rapidly inspecting himself. All was well, he found to his relief: his yellowed teeth still shone through grimacing lips; his milky eyes remained firmly ensconced in their sockets; his kinky hair yet clung to his scalp; and, most importantly, his skin let no bone show through. To achieve this effect at his level of decay, he’d had to patch himself with a dark brown leather that matched his natural hue, then buff the new hide with shoe polish. “My dear boy, this is intentional. More, this is the best that any corpse could hope for!”

  Remington nodded. “It’s freaky.”

  Jacob stowed his mirror, considering that Ma Kicks’ pronounced decomposition was the boy’s only basis for comparison. He tried to calm himself. “I can assure you, Remington, that this is a top-notch preservation. Not quite the Campbell Treatment, I admit, as I’ve made notable progress in the industry since I first worked, with hand-mirror and scalpel, on my own fresh body. But it’s still stylish, effective, and envied by all but the wealthiest of my clients. At any rate!” he chirped, handing over the crow. “Your feathered friend should come around in awhile, and we’ll see if his wings have recovered.”

  “Thanks, Jake!” cried Remington, nuzzling its beak with his button nose, an act of intimacy that caused both Jacob and Ma Kicks to turn away in disgust.

  Jacob stood, slipping the knapsack over his arms. Ma Kicks crooked a finger at him, starting down the path. As they departed, Remington began humming tunelessly to his pet, stroking its wings against its body as if he hoped to cuddle it back to health.

  “I see the little one isn’t your only charge,” Jacob ventured. “That boy you’ve adopted is cheerful enough, even if he suffers from a surplus of enthusiasm.”

  “Please,” said Ma Kicks, both hands on her back. “I had enough to deal with before he came. Another loudmouth in the cave? No thank you.” She hobbled into her chamber and sat heavily on the floor, moaning as if the motion caused her pain. “You got a way with him, Patches. First time he’s been quietly occupied since his mortis. Sit.” She parted her shawl like a curtain and gently dipped her hands into her belly, resting her baby’s feet against their palms as she let out a long, rattling sigh. “Now. Something about the Tunnels, was it? Let’s get this over with.”

  “Gladly,” said Jacob, settling in as best he could in those cramped quarters. “I’m tremendously excited to have the opportunity to speak to you about this matter at last. I can’t tell you how long the path was that led to your door! But after a diligent search, I found an old acquaintance of yours who let me in on a little secret. Ah, but where are my manners? You should have your tribute.”

  He pulled a package wrapped in brown paper from the depths of his knapsack and handed it over, bowing his head. Ma Kicks tore it open without ceremony. It was an unblemished picture-book he’d come by at great expense, with an illustration of a girl crawling into a mirror embossed on its cover. She held it briefly in front of her stomach, muttering, “Book,” then tossed it into a splintered trunk. The gift elicited a series of kicks from within her womb, which Jacob hoped were demonstrative of excitement, not annoyance.

  “In any case,” he continued, “I rather doubt anyone else has made this connection. Tell me, Clarissa—”

  “Call me Ma.” Her body had fallen still again, her voice fallen back to a whisper.

  “As you wish. Ma, is it true that you once knew that adventurer known to Dead City as the Living Man?”

  No answer came. She didn’t budge, but her child began to twitch—unless Jacob’s eyes were deceiving him, almost rhythmically.

  “Most would call his story a folktale,” Jacob said. “But I believe—I know better. And my source has told me that you have first-hand experience.”

  “Ain’t a topic I care to discuss,” she whispered.

  Her silence stung. Jacob felt like a fool for assuming that Ma Kicks would receive him with soft surprise, then joyfully help him when he told her of his intentions.

  No matter. She’d hear of his adventures with the Living Man one day. For now, he’d fib a bit. An oblique approach would serve him better than showing his hand. “What bothers me, you know, is how misunderstood he is in the culture of the city. To think that such a remarkable explorer could cheat the laws of life and death, only to end up the object of ridicule—why, it positively pains me.” Not a grunt from Ma Kicks. Jacob leaned forward. “Help me tell his story truly. Let’s set it to rights. Let us not allow that brave soul to remain a punchline.” The baby’s kicks seemed to be getting faster. Was that a good sign or a bad one? Jacob, at a loss and possessing no solid information, went out on a limb. “Let us tell the truth at last about—about what happened to him.”

  Her hand drifted toward a pile of blankets. “Who you been talking to?”

  “My informant would give no name. He said only that he knew you long ago. Beneath the city.”

  “Barnabas is a liar. Always was.”

  “I don’t know anyone by that—”

  “I got nothing to tell. I’m sorry. It’s time for you to go.”

  “Please,” said Jacob, clasping his palms. “I beg of you. Tell me where you saw him last. Is he still in the Tunnels?”

  “Don’t you drag me down into that muck.” With her free hand, she tugged her shawl over her belly, but the baby’s skeletal feet kicked it free. “I don’t want to remember. I don’t want to go down there again. Not even in memory. Now I’m going to ask you one more time. Leave us be.”

  Ridiculous as it seemed, Jacob had never contemplated the possibility of failure. “I will not,” he said. “If it’s quiet you so desire, I’ll stay for months. I’ll tell you stories. I’ll—I’ll play that recorder. I’ll sing! Off-key! I’ll do anything it takes, Clarissa, to find my way to—”

  The shotgun was leveled at his head before he’d even seen her move. “I told you,” she snarled, a quilt sliding from her arm, “to call me Ma.”

  That must have been the weapon that ended Remington’s life, Jacob thought. Though he was beyond pain, Jacob had no desire to learn what the obliteration of his head would mean.

  “Now I hate to turn away a paying customer. But this is not a topic I will discuss with anyone, for any reason. So you take your picture-book, Patches, and you get your rotten bones out that door before I count to five, or God help me—”

  But the shotgun’s barrels drifted to the floor. Ma Kicks was staring down at her belly, where the baby’s feet were thrashing in a definite, syncopated rhythm, too forceful to ignore.

  “Oh, no, baby,” she whispered, buckling her arms around her gut. “Don’t do that.”

  Jacob peered at the tantrum. What strength those tiny feet had! They’d have punctured her belly had it not already been broken.

  “You just calm down, now,” she begged, jouncing. “You just give your poor Momma a break, would you? Just one time, baby, just let me be.” But the feet flew up to find her ribs, making a drum of her abdomen. “I said that’s enough, damn it! Hell you want me to do, go back in time?”

  For a moment the child fell still. When it resumed, it was kicking harder.

  “Aw, Momma’s sorry, now,” she moaned. “Momma shouldn’t have yelled. We’ll read the man’s fortune. Just you quiet down!”

  She glared at Jacob. “Looks like the little one’s taken a shine to you, which is more than I can say. Guess you’ll get a reading out of this after all. So we can have some peace around here.” Cursing under her breath, she scooped up a leather cup and rattled its contents over her open womb. “Two shakes for baby. One for me.” She dumped it out on the floor between them, and five tiny dice, carved out of bone, clattered oddly across the curved metal, rolling on when they ought, by rights, to have stopped. When they did, Ma Kicks huffed, scooped them up and rolled again.

  She and Jacob could only stare. The dice had fallen just the same the second time, with every pip in precisely the same place.

  “Oh, come on now. Be fair.”

  But the child inside her started thrashing again, and Ma Kicks turned away from Jacob, falling silent for a long while. “All right, Patches. You want to find the Living Man?” she said at last, her voice cracking. “I’m supposed to tell you where to find him. The bones are clear on that. But I’ve got two conditions.”

  Back turned, she wrenched with all her strength. There was a snap, and her whole body shuddered.

  “First, you take this,” she muttered, “and you keep it close. Hear me? Never let it out of your sight. It’ll—it’ll keep you on the path.”

  She held her fist over his open hand. Jacob gaped as she let the object fall: there, plopping into the mottled leather of his palm, was the index finger of her left hand.

  Shocked at her sacrifice, horrified by the contact, Jacob whispered, “But why? What—what is it for?”

  “The dice don’t lie. But you ask too many questions, and they’ll make you pay. I learned that the hard way. Now, they said it plain, two times in a row. You’re taking that with you, and you’re gonna take the boy, too.”

  “The boy?” cried Jacob, hearing a crack as he squeezed the finger tighter than he’d meant to. “What, you mean—Remington? Come with me? Impossible! It will be terribly dangerous, and he’s a fool, a simpleton, a whirlwind, a—”

  “Hey, check it out!” cried Remington, bursting into the room. “The crow’s got a new place.” Turning his head to one side, he showed Jacob its nest: three squawks sounded from the exit wound, and then the crow poked its head through the jagged bone, clacking its beak in the air, its tail-feathers nestled in his throat.

  “That’s how it is,” Ma Kicks said. “You want to know where to find the Living Man, you take him as your ward. He’s too grown to keep himself satisfied on Southheap much longer. And you need someone to rein you in.”

  Jacob ground his teeth. The last thing he wanted on his journey was a complicating dependent like Remington, but he hadn’t spent his fortune following rumors through the Parleyfields only to end his quest before it had begun. “Very well,” he said. “I’ll bring him along, and do my best to keep him out of trouble.”

  “Good luck on that front. Kid, it’s been real, but you’re heading out with Patches now. He’s going to take you on some damn-fool trip that’ll probably knock that empty head of yours clean off. Sound good?”

  “Sounds great!” said Remington. “When do we leave?”

  “As soon as she tells us where,” said Jacob, tucking her twitching finger into the leather pouch where he kept his account-stones, then tying it tightly to his left wrist, where he slipped it under the black cuff of his sleeve. “Where is the Living Man, Ma? Where can I find him?”

  The seer was rocking her ruined body like a cradle, singing softly to the child inside. “You got to go deep,” she murmured when her song was done, lifting up the brown paper that had wrapped Jacob’s gift. “Deep down to the middle of the Tunnels.” She’d found a stub of charcoal and was scrawling a map. “Go where there’s no light left, Patches. Find a place called the Bottomless Vat. You’ll find him nearby. Right here.” With two final strokes, she made an X, then pressed her palms against the baby’s unquiet feet. “And keep in mind, brother: time’s got a way of making folks odd. Making them do things. Things they never thought they could. Everybody’s got a way to cope with eternity, what’s passed and what’s still to come. I don’t judge people for how they choose to get by. Not any more.

  “Let’s hope, for your sake, that the Living Man’s done the same.”


  CHAPTER TWO

  City of the Dead
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  They walked through hours that bled into days, illuminated by the desultory, sepia light that fell through the skies, without variation, forever. Jacob’s mind worried ceaselessly at the X on his map—where it was, how he’d find it, whether he had enough time banked to get there—but he was regularly torn from obsession by Remington’s steady patter of questions, which only ceased as the pair came around the curve of Southheap, uncovering a panoramic view of Dead City.

  As Remington gave way to wonder, gasping and exclaiming, the crow launched itself from his skull. Wheeling lazily between Remington’s eyes and the cityscape, the bird drew his gaze over the metropolis, a heap in its own right, built of monstrous fragments of buildings from all nations and eras, extending as far as he could see.

  “Look!” he cried as the crow’s wings swept over a parking garage ramp spiraling around a sky-blue onion dome; “Look!” as its tailfeathers fluttered over a minaret bursting through the rooftop of a factory; “Jacob, look!” he said, again and again, as the crow flapped over the arches, churches, courtyards, tenements, trailers, shanties, apartments, shacks, bodegas, castles, and mansions that were slumped, mashed, and mangled in a grand confusion around the wide curve of the River Lethe. In the distance, the jagged edge of the mountain range called the Wall of the World cut off the knowable from the unknowable.

  Taking it all in, the boy fell into a surprisingly long-lasting reverie. Jacob had been chastising him through the many hours of their descent to take greater care with his motions; now Remington chose his steps with deep attentiveness, and stopped when he needed to consider his next move. Most unexpected was his newfound silence, which persisted until they were near enough to the streets of Rottening Green to hear the barked complaints of its inhabitants and feel the hourly ringing of its bell tower vibrate in their bones.

  The path Jacob chose did not end so much as it spewed Southheap into the street. “Let’s hurry to my flat,” said Jacob as they clambered down. “I hate to deprive you of a proper tour, but I’ve spent years in preparation for this moment, and I’ll need to pack before we depart. So: to the Preservative District we go!”

  “To the Preservative District!” cried Remington, careening down several blind alleys before Jacob convinced him to follow.

  The word “street,” in these neighborhoods, was a euphemism: Jacob and Remington clambered over the mud-packed roofs, walls, and corners of underground buildings, some of which offered views into their inhabitants’ conversations through open windows. “There are people down there!” cried Remington, leaning down and calling his greetings into a buried flat where three bone-bags cursed him extensively in an ancient dialect, the burlap sacks that covered their bodies rustling with disgruntlement.

  “Wherever a body can fit, you’re bound to find two,” said Jacob, “and there are plenty of nooks and crannies in this chaos. The city buries itself once or twice each generation, when the floods add new buildings to the pile. The deepest levels are rumored to contain corpses who haven’t seen daylight since the days of Tutankhamen.”

  It was hard to imagine that corpses any older than the ones walking by could still be standing. Although Remington saw, here and there, a body whose bloom was still passing, the streets were overwhelmed by those whose decrepitude was only matched by the ends they employed to cover it up. There were corpses dressed in plastic from head to toe, others sewn into patchwork body-bags, and some who coated themselves in river clay to keep the bones from showing.

  Though the Preservative District was architecturally indistinguishable from any other heap of ruins in the area, it was clearly demarcated by the rickety stalls that thronged its streets, stalls whose owners were hawking everything from embalming to plastination.

  “What they call embalming is nothing more than a chemical bath that softens you up for tears and abrasions, and as for plastination, it’s the biggest scam in the business,” Jacob explained to Remington. “Any preservationist worth his salt has a proper flat, but few can afford our services, so they flock to these stalls for stopgap measures.”

  They passed a crumpled hot-dog stand whose sign had been daubed with muddy letters reading “HIDE YR BONES.” Its proprietor, who glared at Jacob as they passed, was stuffing shreds of newspaper into the ruptured skin of a client whose face was buried in his hands, hidden from the disapproval of passersby.

  “As for your own preservation, Remington, while I’d love to offer you the full Campbell Treatment, I’m afraid we’ll have to be quick about it. I’ll harden your skin and replace your elbows, knees, armpits, and so forth with a supple material, one of the more recent artificial leathers, perhaps. Then I’ll pack the necessary materials to replace your innards when they liquefy, so that as we travel—”

  “I’m fine the way I am, Jake.”

  Jacob glanced up and down the street to ensure that no one he knew had overheard. Stopping beside a brick-walled elementary school wounded on one side by a wrecking ball, beside which a pair of headless corpses leaned against each other for support, Jacob whispered, “If you’re worried about owing me, Remy, rest assured: there will be ample opportunity for you to assist me on our journey. You’ll never be in debt to me. Think of the treatment as a gift! After all, the ward of Dead City’s preeminent preservationist should be suitably natty, don’t you agree?”

  “Nope,” said Remington amiably as the crow hopped from his shoulder into his head. “Thanks and everything, but I don’t really get the point.”

  “The point is that you’ve already begun to decay. In a few days, your flesh will be irreparably damaged and begin its slow slide off the bone.”

  “Oh, sure. But bone is the engine, right? I mean, all you’re doing is pulling out guts and muscles, then covering the bone up again. So I’m thinking, skip the middleman, you know?”

  “Lower your voice, please,” Jacob whispered.

  “I don’t get what’s so bad about skeletons, anyway,” said Remington, his voice defiantly loud. “I think it’ll be fun. You’ll be a skeleton, too, Jake, sooner or later! We’ll have xylophone ribs. Right, crow?” The crow poked its beak through the back of Remington’s throat and squawked, sending the boy into a giggling fit that Jacob’s admonitions only intensified.

  “Ja-cob Camp-bell!” came a voice from the street, interrupting his lecture. The voice’s owner waddled past the headless duo, waving a dog-headed cane overhead in greeting. His three-piece suit was patched together from two dozen fabrics, though his skin was of a piece and hard as a shell; his face, however, had been improperly cured and was several sizes too large for his skull. Though he flattered himself that the matte surface of his skin was too lovely for anyone to notice the error, this preservationist, whose name was John Tanner, was known throughout the District as the Man in the Moon.

  “Ja-cob Camp-bell!” he burbled again, pronouncing the name as if it were an off-color joke. Drawing near, he tapped Jacob on the shoulder with the head of his cane. “Old boy, did you polish your hide today? You look rather less like a muddy quilt than usual.”

  “Ah, is that the mighty head of John Tanner?” said Jacob, gracing his competitor with a condescending bow. “My eyes must be failing me: I thought a low-flying zeppelin was attacking the District.”

  Tanner hissed, for though he began every conversation with such an insult, Jacob knew he couldn’t bear to receive them. “Perhaps it’s the sharpness of your tongue that’s been sending clients in droves to my side of the street.”

  “Lord knows it isn’t your technique, unless drying one’s face on a beach ball has suddenly come into vogue.”

  “Hahaha! Yes, quite!” Tanner brightened suddenly as a woman passed behind them who looked like she had centuries banked. “All jokes aside, Campbell, I’ve been searching high and low for you,” he said, rocking on his heels and clacking his hardened fingertips together. “I have a proposition that I’m positive you’ll find irresistible.”

  “Spare me your machinations, Tanner; I’m in a hurry.”

  “Now, hold on, don’t be so damnably paranoid! Dear boy, why must you always assume that I’m out to get you?”

  “Your frequent threats to hire thugs to disassemble me and throw the bits in separate bogs do not inspire fraternal feeling.”

  “Bah! Mere joshing. Don’t be such a stuffed shirt!”

  This stung, for Jacob, in the early months of his death, had been unable to afford the same treatment he offered his wealthiest clients. His own preservation ended at the collar and sleeves of his night-black shirt, beneath which he was as shamefully decomposed as any alley-dwelling bone-bag.

  “Let’s speak as colleagues rather than rivals for once,” Tanner went on. “But tell no one what I’m about to tell you. Do you swear? Do you promise?”

  “Tanner, I simply haven’t time.”

  “Oh, shush, it won’t take a moment.” John Tanner tapped his lips with a finger, causing his hollow face to echo like a drumhead. “Now, I have it on good authority that the Magnate’s river-rats have just dredged up two intact barrels of chemicals: one of acetone, one of epoxy resin.” When Jacob failed to react, Tanner did a kind of jig on the tips of his toes. “Acetone! Epoxy! The raw materials for plastination, old boy! We need only to pool the time we’ve saved, and we’ll introduce the underworld to the most expensive preservative treatment ever conceived.”

  “I have no interest in becoming your junior partner,” said Jacob.

  Tanner leaned in close and growled, causing his face to vibrate. “It’s the name you’re after, is that it? Very well. I’ll hate myself for it later, but I relent: we’ll call it Campbell and Tanner, Limited. But you can print the bloody signs all by your—”

  Suddenly, Tanner’s jaw froze. Looking over Jacob’s shoulder, he pointed a shaky finger across the street. “That—that immigrant of yours—why, Jacob, he’s fondling the headless!”

  And fondling them he was.

  Remington, left unattended, had wandered over to the pair of headless corpses who’d recently appeared on the street below Jacob’s flat. They were a male and a female, both naked and just beginning to turn. How they got to the Preservative District without drawing anyone’s attention was a mystery, but the neighborhood favored a more fanciful question: whether they’d died with heads or stumbled out of the river without them. Because they never spoke and never moved, they’d been quickly adopted as a bit of local flavor, and had been nicknamed Adam and Eve.

  Now Remington had hit upon the bizarre idea of helping these unfortunates with a massage they could not feel. Patting them on their shoulders and the stumps between, kneading their muscles with his bare hands, he hummed tunelessly into their nonexistent ears.

  As Jacob staggered over, shouting Remington’s name, the crow launched itself from its bony nest and flew out of sight, cawing three times as it went.

  “Remington! Unhand them at once!” he cried. “This is a breach of every kind of decorum Dead City knows.”

  “But Jake, they can’t see anything. They’re frightened. I’m helping them, you’ll see.”

  Jacob shot a look over his shoulder, where John Tanner had overcome his shock and was looking for a confidant. “In that case,” said Jacob as evenly as he could, “won’t you invite your new friends up to my flat? It’s just down the street, and the three of you can get better acquainted there.”

  “That would be lovely!” said Remington.

  Communicating to the headless through taps and nudges, he urged them to their feet. Surprisingly, the corpses stood, and though their motions were stiff, they took the hands that Remington offered and followed after. “They say they’d be delighted,” he said.

  “He’s richer than Trimalchio,” whispered Jacob to Tanner as they passed, “and twice as eccentric. He’s paying me by the decade to preserve every downtrodden corpse he finds!”

  Tanner simply gaped, but as soon as the company had passed him by, Jacob knew he would waddle off to spread the gossip: Campbell was in league with a groper of amputees!

  Passing through the first of the many doorways that led to his flat, Jacob paused to ensure that Remington and the headless were following after, then walked on, muttering over the loss of his hard-earned reputation.

  Because so few Dead City habitations stood on their own, it was rare that one could reach an apartment through its front door. To access his flat, Jacob and his visitors were obliged to tramp through a number of hallways, parlors, and anterooms before coming to a fire-gutted convenience store, where, respectfully skirting a group of lady corpses shouting in an extinct Eastern European dialect, they came to a wooden staircase rising through the store’s roof to Jacob’s flat.

  Climbing with practiced ease, Jacob contorted himself through his open window, leaving Remington to get his headless followers through on his own, expecting it to take an hour or two and teach the boy a lesson in the process. Instead, he found Remington helping Adam and Eve inside moments later and closing the window after them.

  “You have quite a rapport with those two,” said Jacob.

  “Yeah, they’re easy to talk to.”

  The flat was on the third floor of a skinny, four-story building known as the Leaning Dutchman. Its interior was bare but for a massive metal worktable bolted to the floor, a mirror on the wall, and a wooden rocking-chair in which a well-preserved woman sat perfectly still.

  “Good even, Shanthi,” said Jacob, pushing gently at the back of her rocking chair. “My thanks for keeping the flat so well in my absence.”

  Shanthi said nothing, nor did she move the smallest bone in her body.

  “Is she your housekeeper?” Remington asked.

  “In a manner of speaking,” said Jacob. “Shanthi died after a short, futile struggle with an undiagnosed disease, which left her corpse completely unmarked: a perfect death. Thus, while she might not have been a looker by the standards of the Lands Above, she caused a sensation as soon as she stepped onto Lazarus Quay, for comeliness here is nothing more or less than the semblance of life.

  “Scores of men and women were propositioning Shanthi, not with sexual advances, of course, since the only stiffness the average corpse can attain ends with his mortis. Still, there are wealthy men who would pay unthinkable quantities of time to keep her, and everyone wanted to deliver her to one.

  “Of course, to make a prize like Shanthi last, a man would have to be wealthy indeed, and bring her to the best, that is, to me. Toss her to John Tanner and you’d end up with a scarecrow stuffed with rags, who’d be lumpier than a featherbed in a few years. But dear Shanthi, who knows her apples from her oranges, decided to take matters into her own hands. She’d heard my name in their promises, and she came straight to the Leaning Dutchman.

  “When she turned up at my window, she told me that she wanted to look this way forever, and that she was happy to give her body to me for the privilege. I told her the offer was timely and that I’d take her up on it for reasons which had nothing to do with conceptual lust: I needed a squatter.

  “These flats, you see, are too mercurial for even the Magnate to rent out. What stands one day might collapse the next, and the floods could move them about at any moment, making the ownership of property a losing proposition. Instead, squatter’s rights are absolute, and any time there’s a flood, every room in the city changes hands.

  “When Shanthi came to me, I was hobbled by this custom: when I wanted to leave the flat, I had to pay several weeks to a flat-sitter and hope they were as good as their word. But Shanthi, by staying in the flat at all times, solved my problem indefinitely, at the cost of the finest treatment time can buy.

  “We agreed on a direct exchange of five years, cheap for the Campbell Treatment, but I liked her style. Besides, I needed the practice: Shanthi’s was the first human body-mold ever created.”

  “But can she move?” asked Remington.

  “She could if she wanted to,” said Jacob, unpacking his knapsack on his worktable and taking a full inventory of its contents. “Her joints are perfectly designed, and her five years are up, but here she sits. As to why, I doubt it’s strictly a matter of loyalty.

  “Think,” said Jacob, removing a silver object from his floorboards and sliding it into the leather pouch on his wrist, “of a stone stairway in some populated avenue, weathering the dragging of footsteps for hundreds, even thousands of years. What happens to those stones over time?”

  “They wear away,” said Remington.

  “They wear away!” cried Jacob, striking the table with a metal scraper. “These solid stones wear away. And what becomes of the shoe? What becomes of its sole, made of simple rubber, dragging against street and sidewalk over the course of years?”

  “It wears away faster,” said Remington.

  “Even faster! What, then, becomes of dead flesh and skin, unable to heal, powerless to regenerate cells, more vulnerable to the forces of entropy than rubber, let alone solid stone; the bones grinding away in the sockets, unlubricated by blood and lymph; skin rubbing against skin for unmoisturized decades? What, Remington, becomes of our bodies?”

  “They fall apart,” said Remington dutifully.

  “Yes, Remington, they fall right apart. Even the best-preserved body decays, given time and motion, which is why Shanthi here remains so perfectly still.

  “Now! Given what we know about the damage one corpse can do to itself just by moving about from day to day, what can we conclude about two, or, heavens, three corpses, all but fully nude, none of them having taken the slightest of preservative precautions, rubbing against one another in the most violent manner in the middle of the street?”

  “They should not!” said Remington, who was enjoying the increasing volume of this discourse.

  “They should absolutely, in the name of a reanimated God, not,” said Jacob, “nor should any citizen touch any other citizen, for the simple reason that it will do damage, however slight, to the integrity of that citizen’s flesh.

  “The dead are a vain people, I don’t deny it, and contrary to whatever opinions you might have formed about me, I find it sad even in myself. This business of making mannequins of corpses—forgive me, Shanthi—is the baldest of farces. But whatever you may think of our vanity, I beg you to respect it, otherwise your time in this city will be hard indeed, and so, to be perfectly blunt, will mine.”

  “No touching,” said Remington.

  “No touching,” said Jacob, “and I thank you.”

  “But what about Adam and Eve?”

  “Actually,” said Jacob in surprise, “they seem to be getting on all right by themselves.”

  While Remington and Jacob had been distracted by their conversation, Adam and Eve had begun to move, though very slowly. By now, after many tiny steps and tentative touches, they had identified their positions beside one another and were standing side by side, facing the window like they were gazing at the street with invisible eyes.

  As if they’d been waiting for an audience, they lifted their hands to the pane, grasped its base, and pulled the window open. The reconstructed crow, who’d been waiting for such an opportunity, swooped into the room, settling on Eve’s shoulder with a cheerful squawk.

  “How did they do that?” said Remington.

  “They’re your friends,” said Jacob, “why don’t you ask them?”


  CHAPTER THREE

  The Hanged Man’s Laughter
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  Jacob watched them as he packed his things, vacillating between amazement and crawling unease. Remington had taken his sarcasm at face value and set about finding a way to learn how Adam and Eve could see. He and the headless marched around in a conga line; they played soldiers and tag; they struck poses and made speeches with their hands; but only when he taught them to play blindman’s buff did the truth emerge.

  “Good lord,” Jacob said, “they stop moving as soon as you cover your eyes.”

  “I know!” said Remington. “That’s why I keep winning.”

  “But, Remington, can’t you see what this means? Somehow, though I can’t imagine how, it’s quite impossible and hurts my head to even contemplate, but somehow they’re—”

  “Seeing through my eyes! I know, it’s pretty neat. Plus, we don’t have to touch each other to get around, so you don’t have to worry about your reputation any more.”

  “Yes.” Jacob stared at Adam and Eve, who were wiggling their fingers behind one another’s stumps. “That’s a relief.”
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