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For many years, I have been moved by the blue at the far edge of what can be seen, that color of horizons, of remote mountain ranges, of anything far away. The color of that distance is the color of an emotion, the color of solitude and of desire, the color of there seen from here, the color of where you are not. And the color of where you can never go. For the blue is not in the places those miles away at the horizon, but in the atmospheric distance between you and the mountains . . .


Blue is the color of longing for the distances you never arrive in, for the blue world.


—Rebecca Solnit


A Field Guide to Getting Lost


I had a dream, which was not all a dream.


The bright sun was extinguish’d, and the stars


Did wander darkling in the eternal space,


Rayless, and pathless, and the icy earth


Swung blind and blackening in the moonless air;


Morn came and went—and came, and brought no day,


And men forgot their passions in the dread


Of this their desolation; and all hearts


Were chill’d into a selfish prayer for light . . .


—Lord Byron, Darkness


July 1816, “the year without summer”









Prologue


THE SPOTLESS WHITE UNIFORM DOESN’T FIT HER. IT BALLOONS around her elbows and knees, and the trousers would sweep the metal floor had she not folded them into double cuffs. Clearly the flight engineers, charged with anticipating any and all contingencies, did not envision this one: suiting up the gawky frame of a sixteen-year-old adolescent female.


Not that she is just any adolescent. It’s hard to carry that anonymity when you’re the daughter of a scientific dynasty and the offspring of the most powerful man in the Northern Hemisphere in 2076. Usually she tries to disavow her privileged status but now, in order to do this, she has embraced it.


She had shamelessly pleaded with her father to get aboard the ultra-supersonic jet, displaying her inquisitive, adventurous side. That spirit was their bond.


She did not tell her father why she is so compelled to fly on the Launch. It isn’t just to circumnavigate the globe in a matter of hours, though that is part of it. It is to experience, to understand . . . what, exactly? Well, she will have to see. She will know what the allure is when she gets there.


The plane’s support crew treats her with studied indifference, all but the thin-lipped copilot whose resentment she feels speaks for the others. He and the pilot escort her to the plane and show her where to sit—strapped into a remarkably confined spot behind their cushioned seats.


Not much room, the pilot acknowledges. “That’s because of the payload. You can imagine how big it has to be and how much fuel we use. We’ve got one hundred drones to release.”


“And no one figured we’d be carrying a passenger,” puts in the copilot.


They slip on their headphones and turn their attention to the crescent-moon console of dials, switches, and blinking lights. After a rondelet of indecipherable exchanges with the control tower, the plane shoots down the runway. Her spine presses into the seat back as they lift off with a happy bounce.


They take a steep path that feels almost vertical. They go up and up, all the way into the stratosphere. There, where no other plane dares venture, they reach the operative altitude. The plane vibrates and her stomach lurches. She hears a grinding of the bay doors opening behind her, then the whoosh of the aerosol sulfur  being released. She imagines the wake washing through the stratosphere, widening and thickening, replenishing the Cocoon.


She looks out the windows at the opaque grayness. She can’t see anything. It’s like flying through dirty dishwater. When they’re halfway over the Pacific, she taps the pilot on the shoulder for him to remove his headset and asks: can you take it any higher?


He shakes his head no. We have to stick right here.


“What,” says the copilot. “You wanna see what’s up there?”


Her unspoken answer is yes, yes, yes. I want to see what’s up there. More than you can possibly imagine.


All that she’s read, all her learning about the way the world used to be, makes her long to see it.


What was it like, the blinding sun, the playful colors of the crystalline dome? What was it like to live under the glutinous overload of glittering stars? What was it like, for those astronauts one hundred years ago, to peer down at the beckoning azure marble Earth? And to look up and experience the blackness of the universe?


The only answers during the forty-five hours of flight come from her imagination. She falls asleep and wakes when the wheels hit the runway.


When they step out of the plane, she unzips her white uniform and thanks them and goes out to her car in the parking lot. Under the gray miasma that hangs low like an oppressive ceiling, she still wonders: What was it like before they stole the sky?









PART I


DARK DAYS


2085


(YON)
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THE BOY HEARS THEM COMING BEFORE HE SEES THEM. HE RUNS deeper into the wild, away from the thunderous sounds pursuing him; the gnashing of the rooter machines upending bushes and trees, the eerie scream of the blast guns that obliterate birds in midair.


The Color Guard. The Boy detests them. He has been raised to do so. But he also fears them.


Just that morning, before breakfast, Grampa warned that they were due for the sweep.


“Make sure you keep outta their way,” he said, raising his crusted head from the sick bed that has become his prison. “They’re not after you but you bother ’em, they’ll mess you. They’re heartless bastards.” He paused to catch his breath, wiped his chapped lips. “You see ’em, you run. Fast as your legs carry you. Hear?”


Yon nodded. He had received the warning countless times.


He runs faster, branches tearing at his arms, ripping his clothes. Soon he’ll hit the deep woods. He figures that’ll slow them down. Trees ten feet tall, ferns up to their shoulders, leaves the size of lily pads drooping from the branches.


Yon and his grandparents live in a cabin in deep woods of northern Canada, the area left after the fires leveled the boreal forests. Each year the Guards shrink the wild zone, picking and choosing the bushes and birds to kill with a cold eye. Now the zone is less than half what it was a hundred years ago and the flora has changed in the dwindling sunlight.


* * *


The woods are Yon’s world. Ten years old, he loves to gallop through them, climb trees like a squirrel, swing from the vines. Burning up energy. Free . . . but not free as a bird. That’s wrong, the birds are anything but free. They’re being hunted down mercilessly, some of them. Why only some? He doesn’t know.


He is a cat perhaps, moving stealthily in the yellow haze. Or a wolf, which he has read about in books. Wolves no longer exist either.


Caw-caw, the blackbirds call. They’re still around. No more jays. Very few robins. They’ve been marked for extermination.


He makes forts, lean-tos small as nests. He sleeps curled up inside, gathering leaves about his slender body. His dog lies just outside, his nose resting on his forepaws, pointing toward him.


His grampa named the big mongrel Shadow, says he’s a sly hunting dog. To the boy, the name Shadow doesn’t make sense, since he’s never seen a real shadow under the sunless sky. He’s only seen vague silhouettes on the floorboards cast by candles at night.


When he leaves the forts he disguises them with branches and underbrush, turning back to imprint the location on his memory. He builds them on a zigzag path deeper and deeper into the wilderness. That way he can stay out for a long time.


He hunts small game for meat and pelts with his old squirrel gun, but he would never trap them. He reveres animals too much for that. Once he came upon a deer no bigger than Shadow, a leg crushed in the metal teeth of a trap, and he tried to free it while it bucked. He finally pried the trap open and it bounded away on three legs, leaving a trail of blood.


He especially loves birds, loves to watch them glide through the trees and fly high, disappearing into the dirty fog of the Cocoon. His grampa’d raise his busy eyebrows in delight whenever the Boy was the first to hear the song of a robin.


Yon has nightmares, vivid ones, about crawling through tunnels, escaping monsters, falling into crevices. During the day he talks to himself, in his mind at least, not a narration but a random flow of phrases to keep him company. He walks through the bush quietly, light on his feet and bending his knees to muffle the sound.


He examines a new nest of wasps: crawling out a hole at the bottom, shaking their wings, and flying off. At times he feels like that, newly created, without a past, as if he sprang fully formed into this singular life. At other times he feels a heaviness, a burden, like Shadow when they leashed him as a pup to keep him from wandering. But what is holding him back and where does he want to go?


He tells himself it’s Grampa’s doing. When the old man took him camping he filled his ears with stories about the old days when game was plentiful and “the trees’d reach up to the sky.” Back then, people could do as they chose. They were free.


The two would sit around the campfire and the old man would sip fermented cider and talk. He pushed concepts like freedom and heroism into the Boy’s young mind the way he’d take a stick and push half-burnt twigs into the center of the blaze. You’re a child now but someday you’ll be a man and you’ll see. You’re destined for greatness. Destined? To do what? You’ll know when it happens, Grampa’d say, staring into the fire.


* * *


Yon runs with the machines behind him thrashing and crashing.


He passes the demarcation line where the Color Guard stopped last year and keeps on going. He comes to a clearing. There! One of his forts, dug halfway into the ground, the roof branches resting upon a tree stump, surrounded by ferns. He slips inside, pulls leaves around the entrance. He digs his fingertips into the dirt and darkens his cheeks and forehead and lies in wait.


In time they come. Six of them, men and women, dressed in the camouflage green uniform. The machines are deafening. They march into the clearing and stop and look around. They cut the machines off, a sudden silence. He peers out.


No more than a dozen feet away they are sitting on tree stumps and rocks, opening lunch pails.


“Same old shit,” says one, holding up a sandwich. He takes a bite, ripping the crust. After chewing it, he wipes his mouth with his sleeve. A slightly older man sits off by himself, silent. The others taunt him. One throws a piece of bread that strikes him on the chest.


Yon watches every move. He has never seen them this close. Before he had imagined resisting them, maybe even blocking their machines somehow, but this is impossible now. They are so large. He can see the bulge of their arm muscles and their wide black boots.


A woman stands and wanders close. She lowers her pants, kneels down, and takes a pee. The Boy holds his breath, doesn’t move. He hears the stream of urine strike the leaves, then break into shorter spurts and finally stop.


“Fiona,” yells a Guard. “Woods everywhere and you take a piss right in my face.”


“Lucky I didn’t shit.” She stands, zips up, and walks back. The Boy still holds his breath, releases it slowly.


The afternoon seems hot and silent and they relax in the heavy air, lulled by a chorus of cicadas. Three of the Guards close their eyes and seem asleep. Then one of the women barks out a command and slowly they drag themselves to their feet.


The older man exclaims and points. They look up. Yon looks, too. He sees a bird weighing down a thin branch. A robin, his red breast puffed out. The Guards move quickly but noiselessly. Two of them pull out nets. Another pulls out a blast gun, slowly raises it, and points. The sound, a deep throat-clearing Ka-voom, echoes through the woods. The robin breaks apart into pieces, blood splashed against the trunk, two feathers spiraling to the ground.


The men barely react. They must have done this a thousand times. The commander pulls out a computer, punches in something. They gather their things and put away the nets and start up the machine and with a thrashing and crashing they move on.


Yon waits a long time before he comes out of his hiding place. He looks at the pile of feathers. He is amazed that something so alive can be gone so quickly. But he has seen something the men did not see—or at least did not understand. The bird was carrying a worm in her beak. She had a nest.


He looks around, on all sides, up in the air, and it is not long before he finds it, on the top branch, eight feet high. He climbs up and looks in. There are three eggs. He handles them carefully—they are warm to the touch—and carries them to the ground one by one. He removes his shirt and swaddles them.


Grampa will be pleased.


He takes them home and walks into the bedroom and lays them on the bed. The old man is sleeping but one touch and he wakes. He sees the eggs and smiles, looks at the boy, back at the eggs again.


“Robins,” he says. His voice sounds like rustling leaves. The Boy fetches him a glass of water.


“Where did you get them?”


The Boy describes his encounter with the Color Guard, leaving out the part about the woman peeing.


“You did good,” says Grampa, leaning over to pat him on the sleeve. “Someday you’ll get the bastards.” He falls back in a coughing fit, making sure the eggs are safely cradled in a depression in the blanket between his legs.


* * *


They keep the eggs in a makeshift incubator near the fire. From his bed the old man gives Yon instructions on how to care for them. He is failing quickly, a little weaker every day. He says he doesn’t know if he’ll live to see them hatch.


“You know how much he loves those damn eggs,” says Gramma. “Sometimes I think they’re the only things keeping him going.”


The old man’s last day comes. By coincidence two of the three eggs hatch that very morning. Grampa dies between the two hatchings. He holds the first newborn in his wizened hand and smiles and then picks up the broken eggshell. He falls into a deep sleep and slowly expires, giving a slight spasm at the end. He crushes the broken shell in his fist.


Yon’s gramma leaves the room and goes outside and looks at the trees. She isn’t crying. Shadow is pacing around the front door, softly moaning.


Yon stands there, shaken. He has seen animals die but this is different. Grampa looks like himself but not really. Nothing moves, not a single thing. Something has gone out of him. His skin looks like wax. It’s horrific.


He picks up the baby bird and puts it in a shoebox that’s been prepared with cotton wool. Then he opens his grandfather’s fist, suddenly cold, and picks out the bits of shell.


The old man seemed to love the eggs every bit as much as the chick. Maybe even more. Why? Once Yon asked him and the old man said, “The color. You can’t see it but I can. It’s the most beautiful color in the whole world.”


The Boy looks at the pieces and holds them up to the light.


What’s so special about the color? They are regular robin’s shells like any other, thin with jagged edges—and creamy white.
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THEY BURY GRAMPA ON THE HILL BEHIND THE CABIN. SITTING at the table afterward, Yon reaches over to hold his gramma’s hand but she places hers on top of his. Giving it a squeeze, she rises from her seat and cooks breakfast—two tiny eggs from the scrawny chickens out back.


“I always hoped he would go first,” she says. “I worried about him without me—how he would get on.” She forks two pieces of toast next to the sunny-side eggs and slides the plate before him.


Yon has a sudden realization: Of the two, she was the stronger. He wonders if she’s pulling herself together for his sake, because he still needs looking after. He’s not used to thinking of them like this, at a distance.


In the weeks that follow he devotes himself to hunting. More than ever he feels the obligation to provide meat. Now that the coyotes are almost all gone, the stripped carcasses of the rabbits and squirrels hang undisturbed in the smokehouse. Once a month Gramma trades the pelts for canned food from the cinderblock trading post ten miles away. The owner holds a shotgun under one arm and never asks who she is.


To find the animals he has to wander farther and farther afield. When he’s far away he constructs lean-tos and sleeps there. There is a large lake to the east and to cross it he uses an old rowboat and rigs it up the way Grampa showed him, with an old sheet for a sail. He gets good at maneuvering it and catching the wind.


He misses Grampa, thinks often of their overnight camping expeditions. The old man would sit back against a tree trunk and tell stories. Sometimes he would act out the Greek myths, including one that petrified Yon—about the Minotaur, the half-bull, half-man monster. He’d hoist his shirt over his head like a shroud and lope around the campfire, throwing off shadows, to hunt down children in his labyrinth.


Yon is anxious about leaving Gramma alone. Their cabin is isolated and far from any road but still he worries that bands of thugs might somehow happen upon it. He tells her about this. She takes an old shotgun down from a crossbeam and goes out back to show him what a good shot she is. Still, he’s not sure she could bring herself to use it against a person.


Sometimes, returning from a hunt, his imagination turns fearful. He breaks into a run and doesn’t stop until he sees the wisp of smoke rising from the chimney and Shadow, asleep by the door, hauling up his old bones to greet him.


Now that Gramma’s eighty, she begins having mental lapses. One evening she is telling him about “a ruckus in the henhouse.” She begins, “I go out to see what’s going on and . . .” She falters. She casts a panicked look around, as if she could retrieve the memory from the metal sink or the thin white curtains hanging languid in the heat.


In the past she was taciturn, but now when the mood takes her she talks a lot. She rattles on in a litany about unimaginable things—the sun and the sky and the seasons of bygone days. Sometimes she describes a scene so vividly, Yon can close his eyes and almost be there.


“You can’t imagine snow. It’s like diamonds, little diamonds falling from the sky. I’d wake up and run to the window and see the whole world different, all white and sparkling, every tree, branches hanging to the ground. It made my heart leap up.”


“What happened to it? Where did it go?”


“You know that. We told you. Everything changed. The whole world—it got hotter and hotter.”


“Yes. Because of people. But why didn’t they stop doing all those stupid things? What were they thinking?”


“Ah . . . If only I could explain that.”


Sometimes she reminisces about “the old days,” before the Cocoon. She sits on the edge of her chair in a characteristic pose, her legs spread wide, and talks about all sorts of things that no longer exist—cell phones and computers and something called the internet, which he can never quite grasp.


“What happened to them?”


“They just collapsed when everything fell apart. They weren’t maintained.” She pauses. “Maybe some of it was intentional. Maybe the Power didn’t take kindly to things that could help people organize.”


But she never answers personal questions. Who was my father? My mother? What happened to them? Why are we living in Canada in the middle of nowhere? No electricity. No car. No neighbors.


“Because there’s no way to track us,” is the most she says. Then abruptly she stops talking, turns away, and sinks back into her shell.


* * *


Five years pass. She becomes quiet and increasingly disoriented. Moments of lucidity are becoming rare. Senility is gradually stealing her soul.


Yon is growing quickly, tall but thin as a cornstalk. He’s in his fifteenth year. His body is doing unusual things. Hair sprouts in new places. He grows a scraggly beard to cover his hollow cheeks. He feels vague yearnings. He wants something but doesn’t know what. He’s eager to leave, he aches for adventures, but of course he can’t abandon Gramma.


Sometimes he has visions. They begin on an ordinary day when he is tracking a rabbit that leads him on a wild chase, all the way up a promontory. He climbs to the top and comes to a plateau. Behind him is a grove of tiny pines that protect him like a sanctuary. He sits down and looks out. The land extends for miles until it disappears in the fog, an expanse he has never seen.


He lies spread-eagled upon the rock and closes his eyes. He can almost feel the Earth spinning. He opens his eyes. A bird is circling just above. He imagines rising up to meet it. He closes his eyes again and feels he is rising up. He perceives something high above the Cocoon, something far away. An ineffable sense of lightness permeates his being. It passes through him like a beam of light and then leaves him drained and calm, serene.


He returns to the spot many times but only rarely does he undergo the same experience.


* * *


Gramma keeps a treasure. A rock kept in a pouch at the bottom of a closet. He knows it’s important—it’s been there as long as he can remember—but he doesn’t know why. Sometimes, when she’s out working in the garden, he steals in to examine it. He slips it out of the pouch, weighs it in one hand, holds it up to the light. What’s so special about a gray rock? But sometimes, if the light strikes it, it does look special.


One afternoon she retreats to a corner of the cabin and turns a table into a makeshift workbench. She wields pliers and small hammers and twists of metal, hunched over the table for hours. Yon leaves her alone and goes hunting.


When he returns, the table is back in its usual place, the tools put away. She greets him with a wry smile and cooks him a tough piece of chicken and a small pile of wrinkled peas.


“Tomorrow’s your birthday,” she says. This he knows well—he’s been thinking of little else since that morning. “Sixteen. Almost a man,” she continues in a spry voice. “I got something for you.”


She goes to the closet and pulls out a package wrapped in old paper. She places it ceremoniously before him.


Lying in the cradle of the paper is an amulet holding some sort of object. He stares at it. The amulet is made from the chain of Grampa’s old canteen. The object is set inside a circle of silver. It’s a sculpted stone, rounded and smooth, and it takes him a moment to recognize it: a piece of the mysterious rock from the pouch.


“Put it on,” she commands.


He drapes it around his neck, feeling the weight of the stone against his breastbone.


“It’s beautiful,” he says. “But . . . why?”


“Go outside and look at it.”


He does. He peers at it close up and at arm’s length. It’s slightly brighter than the usual gray but not much, a little richer in white perhaps. He sees her observing him through the window and feels a little ridiculous.


He goes back inside the cabin. “I don’t understand,” he says. “What’s it supposed to do?”


She stays with her back to him, pouting. “The damn Cocoon.”


“What is?”


“Why you don’t see it.”


“But I do. I just don’t see . . . whatever it is I’m supposed to.”


“You will. Someday. Meanwhile, make sure you don’t let anybody else see it. That could bring trouble. Real trouble.”


“And here—”


She reaches into the pouch and pulls out a slip of paper and hands it to him. A single line of letters and numbers.


“What is it?”


“A place to go. An address in New York City.”


“New York City! Why?”


“Just in case.”


“In case?”


“You never know. You might need it. If something happens.”


He can’t imagine New York City. The mere thought of going there is overwhelming—but also exciting.


She starts sweeping the floor and refuses to answer any more questions. They don’t talk about the amulet or New York again.


* * *


Several months later, on a day when he is unable to find any game, he ranges farther afield than ever before. It’s evening, the rust color in the west is disappearing, and he builds a lean-to and tries to sleep. His eyes are just closing when he hears the yipping of dogs. Louder and louder. A patrol of some sort—heading in his direction.


He leaps up, grabs his rifle, and runs away from the barking. He smashes into branches that tear his face and clothes. He’s gone only a short distance when he runs into a barrier—a cyclone fence. He hears a humming sound. Floodlights flash on. His hands feel a searing pain. He wrenches them away, turns and gallops through the brush.


He runs and runs, pulling great gulps of air into his lungs, his legs leaping over bushes, arms flailing, faster and faster. He runs until he can run no more, then collapses under a tree. He listens. No more yipping dogs.


He has a moment to think. He saw a sign on the fence: CLEN. Crop Lighting Enclosure. It must be one of the reserves for artificial cultivation of crops that his grandparents told him about—the reserves that are off limits and patrolled by special security guards.


What should he do? He remembers hearing them say that the Power employed satellites to track people. Would they be up here in Canada? Can they see at night?


He finds a muddy stream to soothe his hands. They are blackened but not seriously burned. He walks until the pale gray morning comes up. Then he hides and sleeps until afternoon. He wanders for another day and a half, glancing up at the Cocoon, wondering if there’s a satellite up there somewhere. When he finally judges it safe, he returns home, rushing into Gramma’s arms.


She doesn’t seem to notice that he was away.


* * *


Shadow is behaving oddly. The old dog whines and scratches to go outside. Once there he circles the cabin, sniffing. He raises his head, trying to catch a scent. Back inside, he settles down for a moment, turning around and around before curling into a ball, then rouses himself and paces and whines again.


The dog’s behavior worries Yon. His gramma doesn’t notice it or if she does, she doesn’t mention it. For the most part she falls back into her pit of silence.


Except for one evening.


Once dinner is over and the dishes put away, she appears unusually alert. Her eyes glimmer in a way he hasn’t seen for some time, and she begins to talk. She sits at the table opposite him, cradling a steaming cup of tea in her hands. Her hair hangs down in strings but somehow she looks younger.


“Did I ever tell you about the time . . .” she begins. She recounts a distant memory. She does this over and over, each time reaching her mind further back in the past. When Shadow was a pup. When they built the cabin. When they made “the trek” up here. She describes a house in Washington, DC. She speaks about his mother.


“My mother!”


For years he has asked about his mother, never before with the glimmering possibility of an answer. Gramma looks down, as if a painful memory lay on the floor.


“Tell me. Tell me.”


“Ah, poor woman.”


“What happened to her?”


Gramma turns silent for a moment.


“And your father, my God.”


“My father! You knew him too?”


“Well, no, not directly. But I knew of him, of course.”


“But Gramma—”


“I’m not your grandmother.”


“But you . . . Grampa—”


“He wasn’t your grandfather.”


“What do you mean?” He’s almost shouting.


“It’s a long story.” She grasps the cup of tea, takes a sip, and wipes her lips.


He urges her to continue. But she just shakes her head and says, “Somebody had to take you in.”


Yon feels the foundation of his world crumbling, his past collapsing like the walls of a house falling outward. His grandfather . . . not really his grandfather. And this woman before him . . . He looks at her, her white hair a nimbus in the light, so familiar and suddenly so unknown. Not his grandmother.


“Please. Tell me.”


No answer. It is as if a battery were slowing down.


The light dims in her eyes. She stops drinking her tea and stops talking.


That evening Yon can’t sleep. The world has slipped its axis. So many questions, so many secrets. His thoughts tumble. Who were his parents? His grandparents? What happened to them? What did she mean—somebody had to take you in?


Dread steals over him. It is a dread he has often felt, ever since he heard the yipping dogs and ran from the CLEN patrol, the fear that he has brought danger to their cabin.


* * *


Returning from a four-day hunt, the first thing he sees is Shadow lying on the ground. He knows instantly that his dog is dead but it’s not until he stands over him and sees the pool of dried blood that he realizes he has been killed. His back is bent, caved in. An axe lies five feet away.


The cabin door is open.


He doesn’t run toward it. Something tells him not to. He makes his way slowly, even though he doesn’t think the killers are inside. His judgment is based on clues: Shadow’s blood was dry, there’s no smoke from the chimney.


He steps across the threshold, his rifle raised. Flies buzz in a spiral in one corner. A stench strikes him. It takes only a moment for his eyes to become accustomed to the dimness.


She is lying across the bed on her stomach, her legs resting on the floor, as if in prayer. But her head is on its side, cracked open. A pool of blood is curdled on the floor. He backs away but stops himself and forces himself to approach her.


He straightens her out on the bed, on her back, and folds her hands across her chest. He goes outside, finds some tiny wilted leaves, and places them around her. Her body is cold and lifeless. His eyes fill with tears but he stops himself from weeping.


He buries her two hours later, in a hole next to Grampa. He has to drag her up the hill to the grave, holding her from behind, under her arms. He wraps her body in sheets and lowers it awkwardly into the hole and covers it with dirt. The first shovelful lands on her, black against the white sheet.


He buries Shadow in a shallow grave near her feet. He places a small round stone above Gramma’s grave, a marker known only to him. Better not to leave anything for them to find.


He goes back to the cabin and packs a few belongings into a small case. He takes his squirrel gun and a paper bag of cash. Opening the pouch, he retrieves the amulet and the paper with the New York City address.


He goes out the door and looks back. He thinks of burning the cabin but decides not to. The smoke might draw attention. They will surely come for him. Why give them a head start?
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THE FIRST DAY, YON FOLLOWS THE PATH HIS GRAMMA TROD TO the trading post—so faint that three times he has to double back to find it. When he arrives, he walks quietly through the trees to give the squat cinderblock structure a wide berth. With narrow slits for windows and a roof fitted with wooden barricades, it doesn’t look friendly.


No one is around. The ground on the far side is marked with half a dozen paths and he chooses the one that looks most traveled. He doesn’t want to take a dead end, arriving at the door of some rifle-packing stranger, especially with his own squirrel gun slung across his shoulder.


When it gets dark he finds a cluster of evergreens and bundles down in a cradle of pine needles, waking every few hours. It doesn’t feel as safe as his lean-tos. He is up and off before the day arrives with its customary pallid light seeping down like swamp mist.


The next day he walks thirty miles and the one after that thirty-five, until he arrives at a ragged town of dirt roads and wooden shacks. It centers on a train depot but the ticket window is shut. Two days he waits, sleeping in a shed and scrounging food from a frightened family of Mexicans in a boarded-up house. He slips money under the door and they leave a plate of beans and stringy beef outside.


The train creeps into town so stealthily he almost doesn’t hear it. He has to run a whole block—his rifle banging his tailbone—and he jumps onboard just as it pulls out. He buys a ticket from a shifty-eyed conductor. It costs $1,800. He hesitates—he’s not accustomed to counting out money—and the conductor grabs the bills and moves on without giving change.


The car has eight other people in it. Two men sitting side by side and whispering, a woman in a bonnet traveling with a chubby boy, and four other passengers sitting alone. Most have their eyes closed, rocking to the pendulum swing of the train.


He turns to look out the window at the trees moving past. He feels a sudden stab of longing for Grampa and Gramma. At sixteen, he thinks, he is an orphan—although he knows they weren’t his parents nor, as he reminds himself, even his grandparents. His eyes glide back to the interior of the car. He’s never seen so many people—and he’s never felt more alone.


Thirty miles down the line, the engine gives out. The passengers clamber down with their baggage and set out through a waist-high meadow. Each one leaves a wake of trodden grass and disappears quickly into a wall of woods beyond.


He is the last to leave. He walks through the woods for several hours and comes upon a deserted road. He follows it until he comes to a clapboard roadhouse at a crossing. When he enters, half a dozen people sprawling at a counter turn to stare at him. No one speaks. He makes his way to an empty stool and orders a ham sandwich. Five minutes later the waitress slides a plate in front of him. As he eats he looks out a dirt-encrusted window.


Broken-down cars litter the parking lot. Some are rusted heaps, others metal skeletons with weeds growing out the windows. He remembers how Grampa used to rant against the internal combustion engine. “People talked about doing away with them but never did,” he would say. “Some switched to electric cars but not enough. Mostly what they did was talk, talk, talk.”


He finishes the sandwich. Next to the door is a blackboard with notices. One offers to sell a ride to New York City. He writes his name beside it and waits in a corner. Some three hours later a man in his twenties walks in, wearing filthy jeans and a camouflage T-shirt. He checks out the board and bawls out his name. Yon raises his hand. The man looks him up and down, gives a wet cough, and motions him outside with a sharp nod of his head. They negotiate the price—twice the cost of the train ticket—and the man insists on half payment up front. Yon turns his back to fish through the wad in the paper bag.


The man eyes his rifle. “Fucking thing better not be loaded.” Yon opens the breech to assure him.


The road is pockmarked with gullies and littered with debris. They come to a paved highway. The asphalt is riddled with large potholes and chunks that rise up like miniature volcanoes. From time to time there’s a downed tree across the road, sometimes sawed in half but more often not, forcing them to detour around it.


They hit a smooth stretch and Yon glances over at the driver squinting through the windshield. His long hair is greasy and rises up in a clump to meet the breeze through the window. The sleeves of his T-shirt are rolled up and his left arm rests on the window frame. His right arm sports a tattoo of a grinning skeleton in a billowing dress.


“No one’s on the road,” Yon says. “We’ve been going an hour and we haven’t seen a single car.”


“So?”


“I thought there’d be more.”


The man looks at him, frowning. “Where the fuck you been?”


When Yon doesn’t answer, the man gives a wet cough and spits out the window. “Been like this since the world went to shit.” He shakes his head once.


By evening they come to a sign, riddled with bullet holes, that says, US BORDER AHEAD. The man pulls off onto a dirt track.


“Black Guards at the border. Can’t stand those fuckers.”


Yon doesn’t say anything, doesn’t ask what the Black Guard is. Instinct tells him to suppress his ignorance.


The car bumps so violently Yon’s head grazes the ceiling. The man drives for several miles, turns left and drives several miles more, turns again and climbs an embankment to slip back onto the highway.


They’re in the US now. The road here is even more chopped up.


They drive deep into the night, sleep briefly in the car, and eat a quick breakfast at an outdoor grill. They drive all the next day and on the following morning come to a populated area. More and more buildings crowd the road, some old and dilapidated, others new and made of slapdash materials. A river floods the deserted streets on both banks. Not many people are around.


“Hartford,” says the man, with another wet cough. “Bad fucking place.”


They continue south and pass more and more houses and eventually cars appear, moving in both directions. Now there are people on the sides of the road. Yon sees three boys tossing a ball around. A man is giving another man a haircut under a tree. A number of people traipse along the edge of the road, sometimes not bothering to step out of the way. Drivers honk continually.


The signs are mostly down, so Yon doesn’t know where they are. Hours pass and they skirt vast stretches of water that reach all but the high ground. It smells foul. Between clumps of trees he sees a river. Could that be the Hudson that Gramma talked about?


Soon the buildings are three and four stories high and made of brick or cement. They’re packed in side by side. Many look unoccupied, with smashed windowpanes and holes in the walls. From time to time the car slows to a crawl because so many pedestrians press close. Yon is astounded: so many different types of people, varying skin colors, young and old, wearing odd assortments of clothing, shabby and colorful and everything in between.


They come to a wide boulevard crammed with cars, carts, bicycles, and motorbikes.


“Here.” The driver stops the car and points with a grimy finger across the street to a staircase into the ground. “There’s the subway.”


Yon pays him, grabs his rifle and case, and opens the door. The man’s gaze seems suddenly intense. “Good luck, Little Red Riding Hood,” he says.


Yon watches as the car pulls away. He feels he’s stepped from the shore into a swirling river of humanity. There are people everywhere, a roaring tide of faces and bodies.


He moves slowly, looking at the surroundings. On closer inspection, most of the buildings are falling apart. Some are halfway demolished, their bricks tumbling into the gutter and their front walls missing, displaying sad interior settings of pipes, stained wallpaper, and oddly intimate arrangements of chairs and tables. Outside, mountains of garbage lie beside the doorways.


In front of him the sidewalk is lined with tables piled with merchandise. Behind them sit vendors, their faces illuminated in a ghostly glow by flickering candles. He walks by the tables. There are all kinds of things arranged in pyramids—cans of olive oil, kerosene lanterns, knives, flashlights, batteries, tin cans and other goods. On the ground are jackets, boots, and used tires. The vendors don’t hawk their wares but sit sullenly close to them.


He goes down the subway staircase into a dimly lit station. The walls are streaked with leaking water, tiles are missing, wires hang down. A booth is dark. A man ahead of him climbs over the turnstile. Yon does, too.


On the platform a jumble of people sleep under blankets or in sleeping bags. All around are rusted shopping carts, colored bags, pots and pans, small stoves and other detritus. One man sits leaning against the wall, smoking.


“When’s the next train?”


The man gives him a bloodshot look and doesn’t reply.


Yon settles in at the end of the platform. He’s so exhausted he falls asleep and wakes abruptly when he hears someone rifling through his belongings.


“Hey!”


The figure flees. Yon sees he’s carrying something and it takes him a few seconds to realize it’s his bag and rifle. He leaps up to race after him, but at that moment a train screeches into the station and he runs back to board.


He upbraids himself. A few hours in the city and already he’s lost everything he has. He might need that rifle.


He gets off the train at the last stop, joining a throng of riders. When he walks outside, the people seem to melt away. He breathes deeply in the night air. Gray shapes and shadows abound. Buildings jut up into the darkness. No windows are lighted—must be no electricity.


* * *


Almost no one is around. The stores are empty, their display windows smashed or sealed with plywood. In one, a door hangs from the hinges. Four junked cars lie at odd angles near the sidewalk. A burnt-out traffic light droops almost to the middle of the street, swinging slightly.


He walks two blocks and approaches a large building with two stone lions flanking the door. He tries the front doors, which don’t budge. He walks around to the rear, where he comes upon an open area. It is teeming with life. A jumble of sounds and smells—spirals of smoke, snatches of music and the indistinct murmur of a hundred conversations.


It’s a shantytown of jerry-built wooden shelters, tents, hovels under tarps, and tin-roofed shacks. Two men sit on a wall at the entrance—perhaps they’re guards—but they look at him and keep talking. He enters.


Inside it’s a rabbit’s warren of alleyways. Everywhere he looks there are people, all ages and colors, leaning on windowsills, sitting on stoops, playing cards on barrels, lying on plastic lounge chairs.


They cast casual looks at him, not hostile, not friendly. He walks deeper into the labyrinth, turning so many corners that he’s soon lost. The alleys get narrower as the shacks squeeze together. A trench with fetid water runs down the center, and smells of food and spices and smoke permeate the air.


A soccer ball rolls at his feet, followed by a boy of about ten who skids to a halt and throws his head back to look up in surprise. Yon taps the ball back with his foot. The boy spins around, plucks it up with his feet, and disappears into a side alley.


“Play him one-on-one and you’ll lose,” says a voice. Yon looks over. A man in a flowered shirt leans back in a chair propped against a wall. He grins, showing a mouth with no teeth.


Yon walks over. “Hello.”


“Hello.”


“Can you tell me . . . what is this place?”


“You not from here?”


Yon explains he’s come from Canada and the man nods, looks him over, then offers his hand.


“You’re smack in the belly of Bryant Park, the oldest, baddest homeless settlement in the city of New York.”


Yon shakes his hand willingly.


“Reggie.”


“Yon.”


“What kind of name is that?”


“Short for Yolander.”


Reggie asks him about his trip and introduces him to his son, Billy, still bouncing the soccer ball. Yon asks about the settlement—“been here as long as anyone knows”—and how they survive—“day to day, mouth to mouth, like anyone else.”


“You got your ID?” asks Reggie. Yon looks puzzled. “You know, your papers.”


Yon shakes his head no.


“Not good. Without them, they stop you, you’re a marked man.”


Yon pulls out the slip of paper with the address and shows it to Reggie. “I’ve got to get there,” he says. “Can you help me?”


“Too late for that. You can walk it tomorrow. Better bed down with us.”


They go around the corner to his shack. Reggie plops a mattress down on the floor of the cramped front room, hands Yon a hunk of cheese and some bread, and he and Billy go into the room behind.


Yon eats, undresses, and puts his amulet in his pants pocket. His head is heavy with fatigue but he’s burning to ask a question before he falls off to sleep. He raises his voice to be heard through the open doorway. Tell me, he says, what is the Black Guard?


Reggie comes in. “Not something you want to yell out loud.” He makes a tut-tut sound. “You really are from another planet. Let me tell you, the Black Guard is the worst of the worst. You don’t want to tangle with them. They roam the streets, they’ve got serious weapons, and they get a kick out of beating on innocent people. They pick you up on the street, you’re liable to never be seen again.” He pauses. “I guess you heard the rumor, huh?”


“What rumor?”


“They come in here from time to time and bust our butts. Word is we’re about due for a visit.”
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YON WAKES WHEN HE FEELS SOMEONE ROUSING HIM. IT TAKES him a moment to remember where he is. The night before comes back all at once. It’s Reggie, shaking his shoulder, whispering something, sounding urgent.


“They’re here. Quick, get up. You got no ID. You got to get out.” He pushes his son forward. “Billy’ll take you.”


Yon throws on his clothes and follows the boy outside. The day’s sallow light is just coming up and it’s hard to see in the dimmed alleyways. All around people are beginning to stir.


Billy darts ahead like a bullet, taking corners quickly, ducking under overhangs and leaping over puddles. Yon runs as fast as he can but continually falls behind. From time to time the boy stops to wait for him, looking back with exasperation.


They come to the back end of the settlement, to a wall of thick planks eight feet tall. Before it are stacks of used tires. Billy goes to the stack in the middle and pulls the tires off one by one, tossing them behind him. Yon helps him.


When a path is cleared Billy bends down and smacks a board with the side of his fist. It moves. He sits and bangs it with both feet, dislodging it. He turns on his side and wriggles out headfirst.


His small hand motions Yon to follow. It’s a tight squeeze and he rips his shirt and scrapes his ribcage but he manages to force his body through. Billy lets the board fall back in place. Yon looks up the street. Forty feet away, he sees figures in black uniforms massing in a line. To one side are four vans, disgorging more of them, their black helmets glinting in the arc light from a stanchion.


Billy runs and Yon follows him. They pass the two lions, enter a back alley, open the door of a building, and climb to the fourth floor. Through an empty ramshackle office they stop at a window. The boy points down below at the settlement’s main entrance.


Yon sees the Black Guards closer now. There are more than a hundred of them on the street below, circling around like angry wasps. They’re outfitted in bulging black uniforms and carry thick plastic shields, guns and nightsticks strapped to their sides. Their helmets have mirrored visors so their faces are invisible behind silvery masks.


But Billy can pick some out. He’s looking around avidly.


“That one,” he says abruptly, pointing to a man in the center strutting around and barking orders. His visor is pulled down and his helmet is the only white one.


“He’s the worst. Name’s Vexler . . . Vexler Tigor. He’s the leader and he’s famous.”


“What’s he famous for?”


“Evil. Pure evil. He hurts people just for the sake of it. Sometimes he comes in with a small gang and they’ll pick one or two of us kids and chase us down.”


Billy seems to be getting upset just talking about it. “You seen where we live. It’s a maze. But he always catches us. He outsmarts us. He gets you and you disappear. Your body is apt to be found in the river.”


He looks away, as if the sight of Vexler would turn him into stone. Yon stares down at the Black Guard below—they seem to be mustering for an attack.


“That Vexler,” Billy says, “he’s got some kind of scar on his face.” He touches his left cheek. “They say you see that scar, it’s the last thing you see in this world.”


“What did you say?” asks Yon, his attention focusing on the movements of the troops below.


Before he can answer, the Black Guard come alive. The figure in the white helmet yells out a command; the men don gas masks and suddenly rush the entrance to the settlement. Sounds of wood smashing and guns firing rise up. A contingent outside lobs in tear gas canisters in long hissing arcs.


From their vantage point Yon and Billy see tents buckling and shacks collapsing and falling down and sending up clouds of dust. In the closest alleys they can even see the tops of nightsticks crashing down.


After a short while they turn away and retreat to the center of the empty office. They sit on the floor. Billy is silent for a while, then looks at Yon and asks, “What’s that thing you wear around your neck?”


“It’s a good luck charm.”


Billy pauses a beat, then says, “Can I have it?”


Yon doesn’t even consider the request. No, he says, but I can give you something else. He reaches into his other pocket and hands over a jackknife.


When he leaves many hours later, when the sounds outside are beginning to die down and some injured people are being carried out, Billy is still playing with the knife, throwing it spinning through the air into the back of a wooden chair and opening the blades one by one.


Yon puts his arm around him. “I’m sure your dad’s okay. He knows his way around.”


Billy just nods.


* * *


Yon walks down Fifth Avenue, counting down the blocks and guided by an occasional street sign. Thirty-Ninth Street . . . Thirtieth . . . Twenty-Second . . .


New York is less creepy in the daytime but still feels as if violence could erupt at any time—a monster could just fall out of the sky or rise up out of a manhole. So many strange-looking characters roam the streets. Some are in rags, talking to themselves loudly, waving their arms and cursing.


He passes two men sitting on the sidewalk and a woman lounging against a car. Their heads are nodding and their eyes are half-closed. Syringes and a rubber hose lie at their feet.


None of the traffic lights are working. Most of the stores are closed or boarded over but he comes to a stretch where they’re open. They’re dark inside, like caves, and when he peers in he sees beefy men and women peering back behind thick transparent barricades. The items for sale are mostly survival gear.


Below Twentieth Street water begins to intrude on the right side. The overflowing river is sending its dirty fingers over the street, covering everything in its path. The water is ankle deep nearby but down the block it looks to be eight feet, as tall as the no-parking signs. The farther he walks, the closer it comes.


When he reaches Twelfth Street he turns right and heads toward the flooding. He spies a number, 200, and the next, 202. He is approaching a narrow lake. Tiny ripples lap at the near edge. Ahead the murky water covers hydrants and stoops and even the first-floor windows. Farther ahead, between the shoulders of the distant buildings, he sees the open expanse of the river and, way on the other side of the river, a wall of bleak gray towers.


He comes to a brownstone and looks over the double doors encasing two dirty stained-glass windows. On the transom, the number is painted: 240. That’s the one he wants.


The windows are dark. The water has reached the second step of the stoop. He leaps up to the third step and tries the front door. It’s locked. He steps across to a ledge, lifts a window, and enters.


“Hello!” he yells. “Anybody here?”


No answer. The hallway is bare.


The rooms on the ground floor are sparsely furnished, with mismatched chairs and a couch with a gaping hole shedding a wad of cotton padding. Everything is covered in dust. He mounts the stairs without touching the wide peeling banister. The beds are mussed, blankets and sheets are heaped in a corner, and more mattresses lie on the floor, but it’s impossible to say when they were last slept on.


The other floors are similar. In one room there are piles of papers and a filing cabinet. He returns to the ground floor. In the kitchen he finds a bottle of water in the refrigerator and a food container with rice and a single spare rib.


He goes back to the top floor and sits at a desk to read the papers. They seem to be from a child’s course at school, nothing interesting. He opens the filing cabinet; it’s empty. He searches the closets, which contain only a few old clothes of varying sizes, mostly for adults.


As he closes the last closet door, he hears a noise downstairs. Sounds like boards creaking, someone walking.


He hurries down the three flights, sticking close to the wall. At the bottom of the ground floor he trips and goes flying, stumbling onto the floor. His amulet has broken its chain. He searches for it, finds it, and grabs it. He lifts his head just as a figure reaches the window ledge outside. It’s a boy, who looks down at him in alarm.


Yon jumps up but his right knee gives way. He feels a stab of pain. He looks out the window. The boy is gone. He sees him running down the street—too far ahead to catch him.


He sits, rubs his knee until it feels somewhat better. And wonders: What should he do now? Is he safe here?


He traipses back to the kitchen—relieved that he can walk—and finishes off the rice and rib. He goes upstairs and lugs a mattress into a small alcove. He’s too tired to think straight. He places his arms behind his head and his eyes close. He falls into a deep, dreamless slumber.


* * *


He awakens before the footsteps reach his floor. He slips into a closet and looks out through a crack. The boy is back and this time he is with a large man, dressed in a long leather trench coat.


The man is about fifty, with black hair speckled with gray swept back, steel-gray eyes, and a forehead riddled with creases. Crow’s feet and hollow cheeks make him look a bit ravaged.


“Well he’s sure as shit gone now,” the man says.


“He surprised me,” the boy says. “Just came out of nowhere.”


“You should have done something, Bevin. Grabbed him.”


The two look around, go from room to room. Yon silences his breathing, his heart thudding, and waits until the sound of their steps recedes and everything falls silent again.


He waits five minutes and goes outside. It’s a gray morning. No one on the street. His stomach is rumbling. For twenty-four hours he’s only eaten a rib and bits of rice. He walks back to Fifth Avenue and turns right.


There is a store advertising “gas” a block away. Outside are jerry cans smelling of gasoline and a picnic table at which two old men sit drinking. Nearby half a dozen motorcycles are parked. Yon peers through a dirty window at a bar. A sign promotes gen-modified beef burgers for $110. He counts his money—only $250 left—but he’s hungry. He pushes open the door and steps inside.


Four pairs of eyes lock onto him. Hostile. The men lounge on chairs and the rim of a pool table. Smoke circles in a cloud over their heads. They’re dressed in some kind of uniform, tight pants and shirts with high collars, gaudy orange. They swivel to face him as he approaches the bar. He orders a beef burger from a woman with green hair. Her black tights have thick runs so that slabs of white flesh show through.


“You in the right place?” she murmurs, one eyebrow cocked.


He shrugs. The bar is silent.


She goes to a stove, slaps a burger onto a bun and plate, and hands it to him. He pays her, leaving a $25 tip, then takes the plate to a table in a corner.


Behind him he hears the door open. Someone slips into the room, quiet as a shadow. Yon glances over. It’s the man in the leather trench coat. The boy is not with him.


The man orders a large beer, takes it outside, and sits at a card table. Yon can see him through the window. The room remains quiet as Yon eats. From time to time a gang member turns to stare at him. One of them is swinging his leg. Another rolls a pool cue back and forth on the table.


Two of the gang exchange looks. One of them, a thin man with a scraggly tuft of a beard, stands slowly, moving one leg at a time. He rolls his shoulders and saunters over to Yon.


“Where you from?”


“Um . . . up north.”


“Shit. The North. You boys up there, you been taking all our good stuff.”


Yon remains silent. No one moves.


“You don’t share. They don’t teach you manners there?”


“Pardon?”


“Betty here, she served you nice. I didn’t hear you say thank you. All you did is shrug.”


Yon doesn’t react. His pulse is racing.


“’Nother thing. You eatin’ in front of us and you don’t offer us fuck all. No manners.” The man reaches over and lifts up the empty plate. “I’d say that’s straight unfriendly. Wouldn’t you?” He drops it on the floor. It shatters.


The leader looks around. His mates nod and chuckle.


Yon hears the door open. Should he make a run for it? He sizes up the situation: he’d have to get by the table where the gang is. Three of them stand up and walk over. The leader reaches down and pulls Yon up by his collar.


“We can teach you to share. We’re good at that.”


Yon balls a fist recklessly. He’s about to try to break loose when a deep voice comes from the front of the room. It’s the man in the trench coat.


“Let him go.”


Everyone turns to look at him. Yon steps back and moves to one side and slips across to the front door. The man in the trench coat is holding something in his right hand—a beer glass. He tosses it onto the gang. It splashes on their orange uniforms. The smell of gasoline permeates the room.


The man holds up one hand, palm outward. With the other he brandishes a lighter, clicks it open and strikes a flame. The gang members freeze.


“Nothing hurts like fire, so I’m told,” he says. “I believe it, though I can’t say I’ve experienced it firsthand. Not like you’re going to.”


They stand there, dripping gasoline. The leader holds his hands out, palms down. His eyes are burning and he’s trembling.


“So you boys just sit back down,” the man says. “And you stay there. You come after us, you’ll go up in flames.”


He motions Yon outside, follows him, and slams the door shut. Looking back, they see the gang ripping their orange shirts off.


“Quick,” says the man.


They duck down an alley, then cut into a back door through a railroad apartment, past empty rooms, emerging on the avenue, where the man resumes a normal pace.


“Why did you go there?” he asks.


“I was hungry.”


“Picked a hell of a place for a burger.”


“Why did you go there?”


“Looking for you.”


They hear the roar of motorcycles approaching. The man hurries Yon to a parked Chevy and opens it. They slouch down as the bikes thunder past and disappear around the corner.


The man holds out his hand. “Quinlin,” he says.


“Yon.”


“Good to meet you, Yon.”


Quinlin starts the car.


“Where are you taking me?” he asks.


“Somewhere safe.”


“But where?”


“You’ll see. All in good time.”


“But . . . why did you go looking for me?”


“’Cause of that.” Quinlin points to Yon’s chest. He suddenly understands. It’s the amulet.
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