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    One

    i

    At dusk he came limping from the ethered shadows. Perhaps the lamplight of the hovel attracted him as it did the insects—the grass flies, beetles, the moths. The man told his wife to stay inside once the stranger came into view. He went out and met the stranger. Collapsing into the grasses, the stranger panted. He asked for water, first saying water, then speaking in a different tongue altogether. The man called back to his wife for a canteen, made a drinking motion.

    From the threshold of their abode the woman came, taper burning in a mason jar, canteen with the strap looped in the crook of her arm. She walked carefully, unbalanced, as she wore nothing on her feet and her belly bulged with child.

    ‘Thank you,’ the stranger said. He drank.

    The man studied the stranger sprawled out before him in the grasses. The stranger wore a white shirt unbuttoned, but in good condition otherwise. His trousers were black, made with shiny fabric the man had never seen. He examined the stranger’s shoes and noticed his foot had been crushed. The hide of the boot puckered into the puncture marks. Dried blood crusted off the edges.

    ‘I saw your light,’ the stranger said. ‘Saw it from a dozen miles away. Seen it for some time now. Came this way hoping for some shelter.’

    Shrugging the man said they didnt have much room.

    ‘Anything would be good. I need to get my foot looked at.’

    The man turned to his wife. He continued to stare at her though he spoke to the stranger. ‘She can mend you—she does to me when I get in a bind.’ Then he motioned to her, one hand circulating around the other, then pointed to the stranger’s foot. She nodded.

    The hovel barely accommodated three people. Planks of wood taken from the bed of a wagon covered the ground where the man and woman slept. One wall was constructed of stones piled haphazardly and reinforced with clay and swathes of sod. The adjacent wall was scrapped wood braced into place with a wagon yoke. Canvas oil cloth served as the ceiling, held in place by a stretch of rope. A ragged blanket hung as the door.

    ‘Gonna have to cut the boot off your foot,’ the man said.

    Stranger nodded, said he figured so.

    The man nodded to his wife and she used a straight razor to saw through the upper of the boot. Twice she nicked the stranger’s leg, but he did not flinch. He studied her movements as a child might.

    ‘How’d you do it?’ the man asked.

    ‘Do what?’

    ‘Get your foot like you did.’

    The woman began pulling away the strips of leather. Scraps of flesh clung to the piecemeal of the boot. The stranger turned his head to look directly at the man when he spoke. ‘Had a horse go bad on me.’

    ‘Lost the horse, did you?’

    ‘I did.’

    The woman cleaned the blade of the razor with the fray of her skirt, sterilizing the metal in the flame of the candle. Without a moment’s hesitation she cut into the darkened meat of his wound. She sliced out the infected flesh. Still the stranger talked. ‘Beauty of a horse, white like snow. Light in her step too. I could ride up on someone. Theyd never hear me coming.’

    The woman wrung hot water from the rags she boiled and began wrapping his foot. Steam rose from where the blood soaked into the still wet cloth.

    ‘What’d you say you did?’ the man asked.

    ‘Horse kicked me off. I told you.’

    ‘No,’ the man said. ‘Your work.’

    ‘My work?’

    ‘How do you go bout makin a livin?’

    ‘I dont. How do you go about doing such a thing?’

    The woman finished wrapping the foot. Already the fabric hued pink with the stranger’s blood.

    ‘We scavenge,’ the man said. ‘Live off the land.’

    ‘Scavenge.’

    ‘I got a piece of land, got some wheat, some beans.’

    ‘Tobacco?’

    ‘No, no tobacco.’

    ‘Thats too bad.’

    ‘Caint say I’m much one for smoking.’

    The woman nodded. The foot was dressed.

    ‘Does she speak?’ the stranger asked.

    ‘She does—just not in our tongue.’

    The stranger smiled at the woman and thanked her.

    When he awoke, the man thought the stranger to be an apparition, a dream of some type. Where the stranger slept an hour before now lay vacant. It was dark, still before morning. He went to the flap door of the hovel and looked out. The stranger hobbled through the grass. The man called out and the stranger looked back over his shoulder. A gnarly piece of driftwood fashioned a crutch for the stranger.

    The man walked out to the stranger. ‘Just woke,’ he said. ‘Mustve stirred me when you left. Woke up an thought you was a dream.’

    The stranger closed his eyes as if meditating on the man’s words, inhaled through his nose. ‘Wasnt sure myself.’ He opened his eyes. ‘Then I woke.’

    The man scooted his hat back on his head so it canted at an unnatural angle. He placed his hands on his hips. The stranger laughed. Then the man laughed too. Murky rays of the rising sun broke over the horizon, announcing the coming of the day.

    ‘Wanted to see the piece of land you told me about,’ the stranger explained. ‘The patch of wheat and beans.’

    The man nodded, pointed, said it was down yonder way.

    ‘Yonder way,’ the stranger repeated.

    ‘Thats right.’

    A few seconds passed with only the two men studying each other, their forms coming into full shape with the gradients of daytime breaking apart the night.

    The stranger’s gaze shifted over the man’s shoulder. ‘Your wife is up,’ he said.

    And she emerged, swinging open the flap door of the hovel. She wore the rags of a bustier, her full stomach protruding and bare. Both men watched her yawn, stretching her arms over her head. Dark blotches of hair nested in her armpits, their shade matching the tangles that hung down between her breasts.

    ‘Should I avert my eyes?’ the stranger asked.

    The man looked downward, toward the stranger’s unshoed feet. ‘She aint my wife.’ The man looked up to gauge the stranger’s reaction.

    ‘Shes not yours?’

    ‘Her nor the youngin.’

    The woman looked out over the grasses at the men and she obscured herself, for now she stood naked.

    They ate beans and chaff meal ground together and thickened with water from the south-running creek. They drank from canteens.

    ‘Had some coffee here a piece back,’ the man said. ‘Traded it with a passer-through.’

    ‘Did you?’

    ‘Did. Rationed it a while, but it ran out.’

    ‘As things do.’

    The woman took the men’s plates once nothing remained of their meal and put them in a kettle.

    ‘Fine place you have,’ the stranger said.

    ‘It’s a scavenging way of life.’

    ‘You told me,’ the stranger said. ‘How’d you get here?’

    ‘Had a wagon break down. Whole axle gave out, snapped. Still got the mule. Keep him out by the creek.’

    ‘Saw him,’ the stranger said. ‘Why didnt you try to ride him out of this place?’

    ‘Figured I’d make it out here on my own.’

    The stranger nodded like he understood. The man sucked meal from his teeth.

    ‘And your woman?’

    ‘You askin where she come from?’

    The stranger’s tongue probed over his teeth, pulling at chaffs of meal lodged there. ‘Yes. Does she have a story?’

    ‘She was passin through like anyone else.’

    ‘And she stayed.’

    ‘They left her behind.’

    ‘They?’

    ‘Her people. Got darker skin, dirty skin, they call it. Skin like hers.’

    The stranger pinched another glob of meal from the bowl. He ate it.

    ‘They left her cause she was with child?’

    The man gulped from the canteen, swallowed, said yes, thats what happened.

    ‘This is hard country.’

    The man did not know what to make of this statement.

    The stranger elaborated. ‘These people all going west, they say they want to start a new life.’ He laughed to himself. The man did likewise, but only to emulate his guest. ‘You could mark their progress with bloodstains. Track where theyre going by listening to them talk in their sleep. Dont know what theyre really heading into.’

    The man nodded like he understood. They ate in silence. The woman came and went.

    ‘Baby’ll come soon enough,’ the stranger said.

    ‘Reckon so?’

    ‘It’s a hard country.’

    ii

    On his third day at the hovel, the stranger trapped and caught a rabbit using a snare he rigged up outside what he supposed to be a nesting den. He skinned the animal using a bolt honed into a shank, cloth wrapped around the end in a handle. The woman dried the meat with what little salt they had and boiled the bones with some turnips from the creek.

    The three sat together in the hovel. Outside the heavens clouded over. Wind rustled through the grasses like a thousand voices crying out across time.

    They ate in silence.

    The woman ladled the broth into cups wrought from stoneware.

    Days since the stranger arrived were fruitful enough. The bucket of meal overflowed with seed and chaff. Vegetables dug and scavenged from the land numbered in the dozens. Though the stranger did not disclose the location of the rabbit den, he said he hoped to snare a few more in the days to come.

    ‘How long you plan on bein?’ the man asked.

    The stranger stopped, his cup hovered near his lip. He asked what the man meant before drinking.

    The man and woman exchanged glances.

    ‘We like you well enough.’

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘Yessir. But we—my woman and I—like it out here ourselves.’

    ‘Yourselves.’

    ‘Thats right.’

    ‘But this isnt yours.’

    ‘What isnt?’

    ‘This.’

    Again, the man looked at his woman. She cast her gaze downward at the barren spot on the dirt floor.

    ‘Well, theres plenty of space for everone. You can get a piece down aways.’

    The stranger shook his head. ‘There isnt plenty of space. You live right where a thousand years of people have lived.’

    The man set his cup on the ground. ‘Dont rightly see what youre gettin at here.’

    ‘Getting at?’ the stranger asked. ‘I’m saying the same words people have been saying since this place was a stew of water and sludge and blood.’

    ‘That right there,’ the man said. ‘Dont rightly know what you mean by all that talk.’

    The stranger looked at the woman. ‘Los errantes están condenados. Los quienes se quedan están muertos. Todos—todos se sucumben al fuego y se ahogan del polvo.’

    The woman’s hands wrapped over her womb. Her eyes glassed over.

    The stranger addressed her smiling and talking softly, kindly.

    ‘Now what the devil tongue you speakin in?’

    The stranger looked at the man. ‘I am a man of medicine. She should be grateful.’

    ‘You told us you didnt have no profession.’

    The stranger seemed to weigh the man’s incredulousness before replying. ‘I was a doctor in the army. I’ll resume my practice next time the men of this country start killing one another. It’s never long.’

    A week passed before the man broached the stranger’s departure again. Theyd walked out to the creek to feed the mule, water him and check the tethers that kept him bound to the deadened sapling.

    ‘Wife an I think your foots healed up about right,’ the man said.

    The stranger stroked the coarse tuft of the mule’s mane. He used his tongue to make clucking noises at it.

    ‘You probably already knowed that, being a doctor an all,’ the man said.

    ‘All the more reason for me to stay.’

    The man made certain he looked the stranger in the eyes when he said his wife didnt want him around. The stranger nodded. He looked out across the plains, first west, then east.

    ‘Hysteria,’ he said.

    The man’s brow furrowed. ‘Whats that again?’

    ‘Hysteria,’ the stranger repeated ‘Hystericus, from hysterikos—from the womb. Condition having to do with your wife’s pregnancy. Carrying a baby can make a woman insane.’

    ‘Shes losin her mind?’

    ‘For a time,’ the stranger said. ‘Thats why she needs me. Thats why shes scared. She doesnt know what shes thinking.’

    The man shook his head. ‘Dont seem like her minds gone.’

    ‘Takes a doctor to recognize it.’

    The man pretended to busy himself with the feedsack and filling the water bucket for the mule. He dropped a few larger stones into the bucket to weight it down, keep the animal from knocking it over.

    ‘I’d help you make a place of your own,’ the man offered. ‘Still got some parts of the wagon left. Good slope to dig into about a mile north of here.’

    The stranger smiled. The suddenness of his elation startled the man, the same as any other beast baring its teeth might. ‘We could share this land,’ he said.

    ‘Guess we might.’

    The stranger made a definitive nod. ‘Be a fine idea. I could be around to help.’

    The man tried to match the radiance of the stranger’s smile with his own, but found it too difficult to maintain. ‘Be a good thing I reckon, have a doctor around to birth the baby.’

    ‘Be hard for her to do it on her own.’

    The man reissued his straightforward look. ‘Hows that?’

    ‘Well, you’ll have to register the baby and her out at the territory seat.’

    The man nodded as if he knew what he had just been told.

    iii

    As it was told to him, the stranger found the hillside one mile north of the hovel. It would take a fair amount of excavating to cut into the leeward side of the slope enough to create a livable space. He stood at the base of the elevation, grass knee deep, and envisioned his future home: two rooms, he postulated—an outer and an inner room. Be good to keep out the winter. The outer room would serve as a porched area. Some of the beams from the wagon could fashion the uprights. He could build up the walls with some of the dirt from the hillside.

    The inner room would hug up against the cut bank of the hill. He’d fell a few of the saplings from the creekside to reinforce the dirt, be nice to have something to aid the lithe trees with the reinforcement. He figured this to be the space where he would sleep. Be a good place for it—dark and quiet, secure against the earth.

    If he dug down far enough he could get below the frost line, have a place to store meat in the summer months, place to store liquids in the winter. He would make it a secret though. The opening for the cellar would be hidden in the inner room, perhaps where he slept. A large flat rock from the creek might make a sufficient cover for an aperture.

    He climbed to the top of the hill and surveyed the lay of the land, saw it go out a hundred miles in each direction. So long as he dug in the proper direction, at the correct angles, he would progress faster than the man. Doing the geometry of the situation proved easy. But he knew too that men’s actions are wily and there would yet be an equation to solve the dilemma of what so many would term the human condition. Once he came out on the other side of the tunnel, there’d be no returning; time would only telescope toward cataclysm.

    ‘Could be crazy,’ the man said to the woman. She listened rapturously as if she understood the words being spoken.

    ‘El hombre es peligroso. Es un hombre malo,’ she said. As she spoke, she grabbed the man by the forearm.

    ‘I know it,’ the man said, though he had little idea of what the woman actually pled of him. ‘Sent him to scout out the hill a mile away from here. Figured we shouldnt send him away all together. Not like hes actually dangerous. Little unhinged, maybe.’

    He rested his hand on her belly, the belly button sticking out like a nose. ‘Says he can help birth the baby.’

    The woman’s eyes widened and she leaned in close to the man, gripping his arm ever tighter. ‘No quiero que esté cerca del bebé.’

    The man used his free hand to loosen her grip. He rubbed her womb. ‘You neednt get worked up,’ he said. ‘You’ll catch a hysteria.’

    Some nights the stranger still ate with the man and the woman. Other nights, most nights now, he dined by himself, eating solitary in places unknown. When he did arrive for mealtime, he brought small game with him—some bird, a rabbit, stray rodents he dried into sinewy strips.

    The woman cared not for the conversation when the stranger visited. She ate quickly, refusing his contributions to the meal. Then, with an uttered pardon, she excused herself. The men repeated the word hysteria lowly and they silently and secretly studied her. Once she exited the hovel, they spoke freely.

    ‘How she seem to you?’ the stranger asked.

    ‘Fine most of the time,’ the man said. ‘She gets real strange when you come round.’

    ‘Hysteria can make people suspicious of outsiders; it heightens the part of the mind where superstition is formed. Women can see things that arent there.’

    The man shook his head. ‘Hard to think of her like that—like shes goin crazy.’

    ‘That baby inside of her,’ the stranger said. ‘Hes got a mind too. Having two minds in one body creates chaos. If shes hearing voices, could well be the baby’s voice.’

    ‘Dont really make sense,’ the man said.

    ‘If it made sense, we wouldnt call it crazy.’ The stranger smiled as if he had just told a joke. The man mulled on a string of meat, his eyes focusing on something distant. After a minute he asked if the stranger’s home was coming along all right.

    ‘Best I can get it,’ the stranger said. ‘Be better if I could get some of this oilcloth you got yourself here.’ He stretched out his arm and ran his fingertips down the tented wall. ‘Real tough material, it is. Be good for bracing the dirt wall.’

    ‘If you want some, I got some extra,’ the man said.

    The stranger didnt seem particularly surprised by the offer, even in this spartan place. He sat cross-legged, arms resting on his knees. He craned his head all around, examining the way the cloth draped and wrapped over the ragged frame of the hovel. ‘I’d take some cloth, if you could spare it.’

    The man crawled over to a chest that served as a table and cleared the top of it. He opened it up and shuffled some of the contents about and pulled out a folded square of cloth.

    As he held it, the stranger noted the seams along the edges, how thick the fabric felt, how it textured closer to canvas.

    ‘It’s a sail,’ the man said. ‘An old boat sail.’

    This sparked some amusement on the stranger’s face. ‘Strange place for a boat sail to end up.’

    The man nodded, said it was his father’s doing and went outside in search of his woman.

    iv

    The stranger’s abode progressed surprisingly quickly. In a matter of weeks he dug out what he said would be the porch and most of the inner room. He began reinforcing the walls with branches and saplings when the man came to visit.

    ‘Comin along real well,’ he said.

    The stranger draped the oilcloth over the exposed dirt and braced it with the poles. ‘Should be a real fine piece once I’m done here.’

    The man nodded in agreement. He dismounted the mule and pretended to show a detailed interest in what the stranger was building.

    ‘Had a question about that registerin business,’ he said.

    The stranger unfurled a length of cord and laced it between the poles to hold the cloth flat. His lithe fingers worked quickly, tying knots. ‘What about it?’

    The man looked out beyond the homestead, out beyond where the sky and earth met. He squinted. ‘You said I’d have to go to the territory seat, to register her an the baby.’

    In his throat the stranger made a grunting noise. He asked what about it again.

    ‘Caint say I ever heard that bein done,’ the man said.

    ‘It’s a census year.’ The stranger said it real flat like the answer should be explanation enough. Then, as the man opened his mouth to ask for clarification, the stranger continued. ‘You said your woman was a wayward—her people left her here. Something tells me that shes not part of this country. And something tells me that baby—the one you have nothing to do with creating—hes gonna be dirty skinned too.’

    ‘Dont see what thats rightly got to do with anything.’

    ‘There’ll be a census marshal coming around. They find out youre housing a couple non-citizens and they’ll take them away.’

    The man appeared to be physically knocked off-balance and he staggered about for a second. ‘They caint do that,’ he protested.

    Stranger nodded in agreement. ‘They cant if you register them out at the territory office.’

    ‘Whereabouts that?’

    For a moment the stranger closed his eyes and appeared to be visualizing a place of myth, constructing it in his mind. Then he opened his eyes. ‘A ways from here, place I never been before.’

    ‘How far?’

    ‘You know,’ the stranger said, ‘you could not register your family. You could hide them whenever a passer-through came near.’

    ‘Office is far away then.’

    ‘It is, yes.’

    ‘Whereabouts?’

    ‘Farther west, out Colorado way, place called Fort James.’

    ‘You be able to get me direction of some kind?’

    ‘Yes,’ the stranger said. ‘But you should be warned: this might be hard country here, but out that way, thats no country at all.’

    The next night provided more of the same—the man insisting on legitimizing his woman and the baby, the stranger reluctant to provide details.

    ‘I can find Fort James just fine,’ the man said.

    The stranger grunted as he used a piece of driftwood to brace the porch roof. ‘It’s a ways from here,’ he said.

    ‘Need a headin, a direction—thats all.’

    ‘You sound confident. Did you used to be a scout in the army?’

    The man squinted, folded his arms. He did a rare thing and considered his words before he spoke them. ‘Got some maps,’ he said. ‘Know how to guide myself usin the stars.’

    The stranger quit working and devoted his attention to the conversation at hand. ‘You know celestial navigation?’

    ‘No,’ the man said. ‘Just know how to follow the stars to get where I needs to go.’

    The stranger snorted. He threw his head back to look into the sky above. Evening swirled the tongues of red cirrus clouds into the mellowed lighter shades of aged day. A ghost moon, nearly full, waned into existence. There were no stars yet. It wouldnt be long. The stranger looked at the man. ‘You’ll have to travel in the night then,’ he said.

    ‘I know it.’

    ‘Some people say the country is more dangerous at night.’

    ‘They say that. I figure it’s about the same, just darker.’

    The stranger chuckled to himself. He went back to constructing his porch space. After a moment he quit again.

    ‘Wheres a man like your kind learn to travel by the stars?’ he asked.

    The man seemed to anticipate the question and his delay in answering seemed to be a predetermined measure for effect. ‘Father was a sailor,’ he said.

    The stranger nodded. ‘Thats where you got the sails from, the oilcloth.’

    ‘Took them when I left.’

    ‘Took the maps too.’

    ‘Thats right. Took whatever I could fit into a wagon, said I was gonna sail the ocean on the other side of the country.’

    This truth pleased the stranger and he smiled. ‘Instead you end up in this place—place like the Sargasso.’

    The man’s eyes sharpened. His lips drew tight and constricted until they were white.

    ‘Say something wrong, friend?’ the stranger asked.

    The man shook his head slowly, not taking his eyes from the stranger, who smiled at him like a fool. ‘Just never heard another man talk bout the Sargasso, no one this far inland anyhow.’

    ‘I’m well traveled,’ the stranger said. ‘Now we’ll need to plan for your leaving. It wont be easy on your woman.’

    v

    The man did as the stranger told him to do. He prepared his woman a drink of boiled leaves and squeezings of wild chives. It would help calm her hysteria, the stranger had said. It would also cause in her a deep sleep.

    Only after she fell into slumber did the man leave, kissing her once on the cheek and again on her swollen stomach. He took the saddlebag he filled with meal and maps, the shiv he’d fashioned from a bolt.

    ‘You must leave in the night,’ the stranger had instructed him. ‘The worry—the anticipation of your leaving—could cause the hysteria to grow.’

    ‘An what’ll you do then?’ the man had asked.

    They had sat in the nearly completed interior room of the stranger’s abode to discuss the matter as the woman only appeared more and more uneased in the presence of the stranger.

    ‘I’ll bring her here,’ the stranger said. ‘This is a discreet place, a safe place for her to give birth.’

    ‘An youve birthed some babies in your time?’

    ‘I have.’

    The man looked about the shelter. Secretly he was impressed with the stranger, how fast the place took shape. He’d asked how someone goes about making a home so fast once and the stranger simply said such things were a matter of time.

    ‘You marked out how to go to Fort James?’

    The man nodded. ‘Gonna wear my mule down tryin to get there an back so quick though.’

    The stranger smiled the same awkward smile he rarely let happen. ‘You’ll be back before you know it. You’ll have your woman right with the government. Son’ll be legal too.’

    ‘You think it’ll be a boy?’

    ‘I have a sense about these things,’ the stranger said.

    The man kissed his woman’s stomach once more and stole off out the door. He nearly ran into the stranger as he slung the flap door open. In the moonlight both men appeared with shallow features and muted shades.

    ‘Thought you’d be around tomorrow,’ the man said.

    ‘Best if I’m here to explain everything in the morn,’ the stranger said. He patted the man’s shoulder. His hand felt warm, soft. ‘Better if you go now.’

    And with that the man left on his mule. He looked over his shoulder once he made some distance, but saw nothing behind him. He looked up into the cosmos, saw Virgo sprawled out, Spica glowing the brightest.

    The woman started awake at the touch of foreign hands around her womb. When she saw who the hands belonged to she scuttled back on her bedding.

    ‘Eres satanás.’

    The stranger smiled. ‘Me confundes con otra persona. He venido aquí para salvarle.’

    ‘No,’ the woman said and she pulled her skirt down in an attempt to keep the stranger away from her unborn. He approached still. Outside some birds shrieked. Sun came glowing through the canvas roof of the structure. She cried out for her man.

    ‘Él tiene un objetivo para los tontos.’

    The woman shook her head and cried silently. She wrapped her arms around her stomach. Inside the baby kicked.

    ‘No hay razón de resistir,’ the stranger said. He smiled kindly and extended his hand to the woman. ‘Este es el diseño general del universe. No hay nada más para usted.’

    The woman sniffled, realized whatever the stranger meant, he would ultimately be correct. ‘Por favor,’ she said. ‘Hágalo rápidamente.’

    Her request was simple and he would oblige. Then he told her it would all happen in due course.

    The plains went on for some time. The man rode the mule through the nighttime hours as he said he would do. During the day he draped his shirt over his face for shade and slept. He awoke in the evening when the silken purpled rays of the sun provided just enough light to study his maps. He ate a handful of meal and drank from his canteen and waited for the stars to emerge from the darkness.

    First the North Star flickered into existence where the dusk met the land. Low on the opposite horizon the Hydra snaked across the sky. Mighty Ursa Major rotated in the heavens. The man rode without regard for any certain destination, his gaze set far out into the great nothingness beyond.

    The stranger did as she had asked and killed her quickly. He performed the deed using a metal band pulled from the edge of a wagon wheel. He’d taken a rock and hammered the edge into a jagged blade, teeth of metal forming wherever the impact landed. While the woman waited, she wet herself. The metal band proved a clumsy tool, never intended for this use. In the end the stranger made three blows—two to the woman’s head and one to her torso, taking care not to strike the womb—and then she was dead.

    The stranger performed the task without ceremony, carrying out the act as silently as the woman received it. He collected the stray parts of her body—the hand she’d futilely raised to deflect the first blow, the fragment of skull bone with the scalp still attached. He bundled the vestiges together in her dress and tied the skirt at the top and bottom. Since she was small he could easily carry the makeshift sack into his now finished abode. The flat rock he’d slaughtered her on lay covered with blood and feces. He studied the skies and figured it would rain soon enough and clean the spot. Time now became important. The fetus would only live on for a few more minutes.

    He went to the inner chamber and lifted a wooden door to the tunnel he’d bored down into the earth. Roping the sack to his waist, he began to crawl—this tunnel plumbed deep at a steep angle and then fell nearly straight down. Siftings of dirt fell as he crawled, dragging the body behind him. He went deeper, until the loose dirt packed harder and morphed into clay. Water seeped from all sides of the tunnel. Gravity and the angle of the tunnel caused the sack containing the body to fall against the stranger. At once he became soaked with blood, water and urine. He scraped his hands against the rocks, the fissures of the labyrinth winding their way through complete darkness. He came to the end of the tunnel.

    The way into the tunnel seemed to no longer exist. He crouched low in what he suspected was a pool of spring water. He placed a hand on his bundle and still felt the baby stirring, kicking. Perhaps the way down here had collapsed. Or maybe his route had become so circuitous no light could meander its way to these depths.

    ‘Este es un lugar bueno para ser sepultado,’ he said. Finally, the baby moved no more. Then he tried to stand, but did not have enough clearance. He began laughing and let the echoes resound throughout the chambers within the earth, channeling and mapping out the landscape beneath the land above. He laughed louder at the sound of his own mania and the noise amplified to deafening levels. The rocks began to shake and wisps of dirt crumbled from between the cracks of stone. A rumbling louder than any laughter resonated from deeper than any charted cavern of the earth’s bowels.

   

  

 
  
   
    Two

    i

    Several days out the man saw a troupe of men. Distant things. It was daytime now and he readied himself for sleep. The men on the horizon corkscrewed their way through the grasses and up the slight gradient to where the man pitched camp. Though they remained otiose things, he could see one of them waved his hand. The man set down his meal of dried grains and mush and searched in the saddlebags for his shiv.

    ‘You there,’ the distant figure called. Again he waved his arm.

    Uncertain of how to return the call, the man simply waved his arm.

    There were three men in the troupe—each dressed in a uniform that might have once looked regal.

    ‘Had injuns attack our division,’ the man with ropes around his shoulder said. He was an officer. ‘Lost most of my men. Apaches—thats the kind of injun we’re talkin about.’

    The man shook his head. ‘Caint say I ever heard of em.’

    The two other officers exchanged a look. ‘You aint never heard of the Apache?’

    ‘No.’

    ‘You live out here an you aint never heard of the Apache?’

    ‘Caint say I have.’

    All three men laughed heartily.

    ‘Dont see whats funny,’ the man said.

    ‘You must be bout twenty years old,’ the officer said. ‘Now I’d hand over my entire army paycheck to have your kind of stupidity.’

    The two other soldiers bellowed laughter in agreement. When the man did not join in their laughter, they redoubled their glee at the man’s ignorance.

    The man took out his shiv and brandished it at the officer. ‘Go on now,’ he said. ‘You just settin here takin up my time and funnin me. Get out of here.’

    But the display the man made only caused further wails of laughter. The officer pulled a saber from his waistband and waved it in the air. ‘I’m a goddamned grizzled uncle-dad,’ he hollered. ‘I smell bad enough even the redskin niggers leave me lone.’

    The other two men hooted and took out a hatchet and a bayonet respectively.

    ‘Put that shank away, boy,’ the officer said, turning suddenly savage. ‘Hate to chop you up like I did to the niggers we took prisoner.’

    Without hesitation, the man slid the shiv into the side of his boot. ‘Would appreciate it if you fellas got a move along. I’m restin up so I’s can travel through the night.’

    ‘That so?’

    ‘It is,’ the man said. ‘Figure you fellas are probably lookin to head back to your fort.’

    The officer snorted. ‘Why’d we do a fool thing like that?’

    The other two soldiers nodded in agreement. One took a swig from his canteen. ‘Got a whole different set of skills,’ one said. ‘Might as well be dead for all the army knows.’

    ‘You gonna just do what—steal an kill?’

    ‘Whatever makes a livin.’

    ‘You gonna kill me?’

    All three of the men exchanged glances casually. The one’s gaze fixated on the mule. The man’s hand began sliding back down his leg, toward the shiv in his boot.

    ‘Afraid you got nothin even worth killin you for,’ the officer said.

    ‘Maybe you’ll learn what an Apache looks like,’ the other one said.

    ‘Be the last thing you learn,’ the third said.

    With that the three men stood up and mounted their horses. ‘Thanks for the conversation, stranger,’ the officer said. He tipped his hat and they rode on.

    The man watched the soldiers go until they became lost in the shifting grasses of the plains. Unnerved by the visit, the man decided he could not sleep and he packed up his gear and began riding again.

    Riding during the day required a different type of navigation than at night. Instead of familiarizing himself with the stars, he had to know the path of the sun, the time of day. Navigation by the sun consisted of knowing time and space. To travel westward as he was, he needed to travel away from the sun in the morning. At noon he would be wise to stop for rest as it was the hottest time of day and the sun cast shadows without direction. Once the sun canted past the noontime peak, he would progress toward it.

    These few lessons were what he learned from his father.

    ‘Maps can be wrong,’ his father said. ‘Men draw em up, make money on em.’

    He remembered he asked his father why any man would want to make a map poorly. But this angered his father, being interrupted. Often he spoke just to hear himself talk. ‘Why do you think?’ he asked. Now the boy stayed silent. ‘How they gonna sell the next one, if this map is the best?’ He shook his head. Normally when he became this upset, he said he should have left the boy with his mother, that loose bitch with crotch rot.

    His father leaned on the rail of the boarding house balcony, suddenly calm again. He watched the waves roll in and out, smelled the air. ‘Lotta sailors now trust the maps,’ his father said. ‘They dont know how to gauge the sun. They dont know bout seabirds an what they mean. Lotta capns wont take me on cause I dont read maps—or anything really. Worse thing we ever done was come to shore.’

    And it was true. Life at sea made for easier living than this place where they ended up. At least when they moved on the sea. The Sargasso told another story all together. ‘Cmon boy,’ his father said. ‘Time to get some shut eye.’

    The boy’s hands gripped the railing. Far off in the village streets he heard laughter and strange music.

    ii

    For nearly a whole day the man rode with occasional breaks to water his mule at streams. He rode into the night. Though sore in buttocks from the journey, he pressed on, his head drooping every now and again with slumber. He jerked his head back up. Moonlight, brilliant and glittering, lit a path before him. He thought to look around, study the far stretches of darkness pulled out in every direction. But manmade light, there was none.

    His thoughts wandered. He imagined his woman back at the hovel, wondered if she’d given birth yet. He thought about his son. In his mind he became certain now that the stranger must have been correct, it would be a son. He pictured her cradling the baby in the crook of her arm, singing those listless songs in her foreign tongue. Thoughts of the stranger, how he tended to her, infiltrated the periphery of his fantasy. First he imagined the stranger holding the baby, smiling at his wife, speaking to her as he had that one time. He would say things to her like his father used to say to the women at the wharfside houses.

    Then he imagined the stranger and his woman in bed together, her still loosed from birth, but wanton just the same. Somewhere in the hovel the baby cried while they fornicated.

    The man shook his head, as if the thoughts could be flung right out into the darkness around him. In doing so, a memory took their place. He remembered his father’s breath, hot with wharf house grog, telling him to watch.

    His father stood naked over the bed. His body hewed lean, tanned all. Stray hairs and scars marred his skin.

    ‘You want him here?’ the woman asked. She lay in the bed next to the boy. She was naked too.

    ‘Needs to watch,’ his father said. ‘Needs to see a man give it to a woman.’

    The hired woman craned her head around to look at the boy. He’d drawn himself up against the wall, pulling his legs to his chest.

    ‘Aint a thing to be scared about,’ she said. And as she said this, his father pulled her leg to the side and inserted himself. The woman’s brow flinched and she groaned.

    The boy looked out the window by the bed, which began to rock rhythmically.

    ‘Hey,’ his father said. He snapped his fingers to draw the boy’s attention. ‘Keep watchin. This is how men do it.’

    When the man awoke, the daytime returned. His mule had stopped to graze on some reed grass by a spring. The man gauged the sun, guessed it to be late morning. If he had been dreaming, the thoughts were a fog now. He dismounted the mule and squatted by the spring, refilled his canteens. The chaff meal ran low, maybe another two days’ worth.

    He made a half-hearted attempt to forage something, but found nothing here. He looked out behind him, half expecting to see back as far as the hovel. But there was nothing. He turned his back to the sun and looked ahead. Faint and jagged, farther out than the rest of the land before him, lay the mountains.

    The stranger ate dinner with the troupe of soldiers. He looked over the insignia on the officer’s uniform, looked at the faded patch of fabric where a name used to be embroidered. The two other soldiers sat on a length of driftwood, eating from their mess kits.

    ‘Want to thank you for the dinner, the kindness,’ the stranger said.

    ‘Cant let a man go hungry out here on the plains,’ the officer said. He didnt make eye contact when he said this. He looked at the boots the stranger wore, looked at the roped clumps of black hair on the stranger’s head.

    ‘Good for you theres not a whole lot of men in these parts then,’ the stranger said.

    The officer poured both him and the stranger cups of coffee. The two soldiers declined theirs. ‘Hot if you want it,’ the officer said setting the kettle on the ground by the fire.

    ‘Run into many men?’ the stranger asked.

    ‘Few, yeah. Mostly the desperate type.’

    ‘That so?’

    ‘Some men with no business bein out here like they is.’

    The stranger raised his eyebrows. ‘And what business is it that should keep a man at home?’

    The soldiers on the driftwood tended to their weapons, conversed between themselves.

    ‘Ran into a fella,’ the officer said. ‘Never heard of an Apache.’

    ‘Is that right?’

    ‘God’s honest truth, right boys?’

    The two soldiers paused their conversation long enough to grunt in agreement.

    ‘And what business do you have out here, in these parts?’ the stranger asked.

    This question caused all three men to give the stranger a hard stare.

    ‘We’re soldiers, infantry,’ the officer said.

    ‘But youre not going back,’ the stranger said. ‘To your fort, I mean.’

    ‘No,’ the officer said. ‘Cant rightly say we are.’

    The stranger looked at the two companions, each sharpening his weapon. He studied the smaller of the two men. A skittish sort, the man used a flat stone to rub the face of a hatchet.

    ‘Youre scalping,’ the stranger said.

    The officer snorted, slurped at his cup of coffee. ‘Doin whatever pays, whatever keeps us goin.’

    The stranger wrapped his hands around the tin cup, letting the warmth flood through them. He looked once at each of the men before addressing the smallest. He smirked. ‘Ik zal je vermoorden duren,’ he said.

    The officer nearly spat out his coffee. ‘What in the hell’d you say?’

    The stranger stayed calm. Men usually became worked up when he spoke a native tongue to them. But this younger soldier, the one with the hatchet, he understood.

    ‘Youre a fur trapper,’ he said to the soldier. ‘Een bonten handelaar. Started out in the sylvania country other side of the Mississippi. Never fought in any war though. Thats why your uniform is so ill-fitting.’ The stranger closed his eyes. ‘You took the clothes off a dead man so you could reap all the army benefits.’

    ‘Hold on here,’ the other soldier said. The stranger silenced him by raising his hand. He addressed the interrupting party directly. ‘Youve had these thoughts yourself, sometimes when your comrade in arms mispronounces a word, when he stays silent while you and your officer here are laughing at a turn of phrase.’

    The officer slurped at his coffee, studied the soldier in question over the edge of his cup. Still, the stranger kept speaking, this time rotating his oration between all three men in his audience. ‘You’ll say I’m making this all up. And I am. The story never existed until I put it into your head. Doesnt make it any less true.’

    He sipped at his coffee. The soldiers exchanged glances. The officer spoke. ‘You of any value?’ he asked the stranger.

    ‘You saw me walking,’ the stranger said. ‘No horse to speak of, no possessions.’ He looked at the soldier with the hatchet again. ‘Ah, maar de bonten handelaar. How fitting.’

    The soldier stopped sharpening his blade, letting the rock fall into the grasses. He gripped the stock of the hatchet. The other soldier thumbed the edge of his knife.

    ‘Whats that mean—how fitting?’ the officer asked.

    The stranger laughed, gulped down the last of the coffee. ‘You all are going to cut the scalp right off my head, claim it as an Apache’s. Youve been eyeing my hair since I sat down. My value to you is as a corpse.’

    The officer gave the soldiers a nod and the one with the hatchet lunged at the stranger. But the stranger pulled out a shank of his own, a scrap of metal. It cut the man across his bicep. Flesh flapped limp and the arm fell deadened to the man’s side. He howled in agony. The stranger seized up the hatchet and in one broad stroke split the other soldier’s skull from one orbital cavity to the next. He whirled around, missing a jab from the officer’s sword. Two more hacks and the officer lay broken in the grass.

    The stranger squatted by the officer’s corpse and undressed him, pulling the uniform jacket and trousers from the body. He stuffed the trouser legs into the sleeves of the jacket and tied the clothes around his waist. Then he stood up.

    The fur trapper tried crawling away, his arm with the cloth and muscle and bone all unfolding. He panted. The stranger sauntered over.

    ‘How far ahead is the man who hasnt seen an Apache?’

    ‘Lieve God.’

    The stranger clucked his tongue, kicked the man in the arm. A scream rang out. ‘Waar is hij?’

    ‘U zult mij doden?’

    The stranger smiled. How quickly men wanted opposite things. One moment it’s life, the next theyre hoping for death. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘How far out was he—how many days?’

    ‘Drie.’

    The stranger nodded, saying he had one more task. He scooped the man up like he might a babe and carried him across the plains. ‘You cant die just yet,’ he cooed. ‘We’ve got to find a decent resting place first.’

    In his arms the fur trapper sobbed.

    In the evening hours, after the blue of the sky succumbed and bled into the redder hues of the passing of the day, the stranger and his bounty came to a low-built sodhouse. The plankwood door creaked back and forth in the breeze. Neither lantern light nor smoke from the tin pipe chimney gave indication to life inside. The stranger smelled the air, noted a rankness he associated with rotting meat. Then he spied the dismembered corpse of a woman. The Apache had been here. He must be close on their heels.

    ‘Slecht land,’ the fur trapper murmured, dizzy with delirium from losing too much blood.

    The stranger shushed his captive and heaved the man to the ground. He scanned the land about him. He shut his eyes and smelled the decay of the place full in his nostrils. He sauntered away from the crumpled form of the fur trapper toward the homestead. He creaked open the door.

    ‘Dia duit.’

    All inside—the father and two sons—lay dead. The stranger allowed his eyes to adjust to the darkness. He picked up a biscuit from the supper table, still set. It tasted fresh enough. He swiped his finger through the blood on the stovetop. It hardly smudged and had a tack to it.

    A clay pitcher sat on a stool by a bed. The stranger picked up the pitcher and smelled the water. He closed his eyes and inhaled again. He poured the water from the pitcher, the stream splashing off the table and trickling across the dirt floor to the doorway. Once the pitcher drained completely, he untied the uniform from around his waist and crammed it into the stoneware vessel. He walked back outside. The fur trapper still lay where he had been left. The stranger turned his attention to the pitcher. He knelt, putting his hand to the ground like an Indian scout might. Then he nodded and used his bare hands to scoop out a hole in the earth.

    Once the pitcher lay buried, he hefted the fur trapper back onto his shoulders. The man stank of feces, of blood and sweat. Still he breathed, a shaky inhalation and a wheezing exhalation. Pause. Then another rattling.

    ‘Last thing most men do on this planet is shit themselves,’ the stranger said. ‘Natural thing—the bowels open up, shit just rolls out.’

    He walked a hundred paces and looked at the Y-shaped post hanging crooked over the well, a rope looped in the elbow. ‘It’s because we run out of energy, cant keep it tight,’ the stranger laughed. The fur trapper, in his delusional state, chuckled. ‘Killed a baby a piece ago,’ the stranger said. ‘Most babies are born right into shit with the mother pushing so hard. It is as if I summed up all of life by pre-empting it.’
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