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			And now that you don’t have to be perfect,

			you can be good.

			—John Steinbeck, East of Eden
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			West lets go.

			The crab line soars from his hand, baited by a child’s boot. It drops into the frothed surf of the old jetty. He draws the line in a little, making sure it hasn’t hooked in a barnacly cranny, and secures it to the yacht. They drift close to the stone breakwall but waking the old drunk with new-dead breakfast is worth the risk.

			Crabs scuttle beneath. Pinprick shadows, dancing claws. Ravenous little breeders, overbloom from the buffet at the bottom of the food chain collapse.

			Wind assails the yacht, West, the shore. It frazzles skeletal shrubbery and shows off half-standing beach homes full of forgotten corpses.

			Pilings jut out of low tide, heaving emerald seaweed with each wave, trying to get the taste of humanity out of their mouths.

			Across the water, a flash.

			Movement beyond the rhythm of the sea. West stands taller, squints.

			This wind sings. No lyrics or melody, but a white noise wail. After is a good word for a world without sunlight, though West calls this age and its impenetrable gray sky Post.

			West strips out of his shorts and dives off the stern. The sea fucks him with cold. All over, all at once. He yawps a concussion of bubbles. He loves this sinking, body steaming, releasing. A forever feeling. Some instincts run so deep they survive everything untouched.

			West collects them.
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			The yacht rocks as West dives off.

			Captain pisses across the toilet seat.

			“You old drunk,” he tells the bathroom mirror. The bathroom mirror tells him about his shirt that won’t button up the middle. Age rounds his chest like a hull. His teeth are purple from the case of buffet wine he pillaged from a run-aground cruise ship with hardly any bodies on it.

			“Drinking’s going to kill you,” he reminds the mirror, and the mirror winks. “That’s the plan.”

			He giggles and wishes he had a gun with one bullet.

			He settles for his life mantra: If Alcohol, Why Pain?

			Captain hoists himself to the deck and spots West naked in the water. The youth is all angles, possibly from worms. Best not to get attached. “You in the water means there’s nothing to eat, is that so?”

			West swims back to the yacht. “So grumpy!” he shouts.

			“So hungry!” Captain returns.

			West hauls his lanky body back into the boat. “What’d people call it when you were so hungry you got mean? There was a funny word. What was it? My mom always said it.”

			Captain spits yellow. “Bitchy?”

			West fetches his crab line and gives it a tug. There’s something on. Something big. He cries out and draws in the line hand over fist. “Could be a monster lobster or—”

			“A fucking tire. If it’s another tire, I’m eating you.”

			It is neither lobster nor tire. West’s arms are rock tight on the line. The catch is huge. It squirms, fights, flags. He holds on longer, such a simple tonic for survival, but tried and true.

			“It’s a damn seal!” Captain shouts, squinting at its shape, wreathed in the garlands of seaweed it’s being hauled through. “Don’t bring it on deck, fool! They bite!”

			West’s momentum tears the streamlined creature out of the water. It flops in the bloody fish bay, covered in pulpy green weeds. He leaps away from the thrashing body.

			Captain picks up the baseball bat—and West shouts, “Stop! Look. Fingers, not flippers.”

			Captain lowers the bloody club. The sea creature throws a tantrum to get out from under the algae. “You caught a goddamn mermaid,” he mutters.

			“No.” West blinks. “A kid!”

			Free from seaweed, the naked child has matted hair and the kind of blue eyes that cut. The kid squawks and clambers on the edge of the yacht like a furious seagull, unwilling to leave without something good for all this trouble.

			Captain goes thoughtful. “Do you boil kid like lobster or maybe a crab fry? Looks to be tender meat. Enough for a week.”

			“Captain,” West mutters. “What if the child understands you?”

			“How?” Captain hollers, and the littler one howls back, showing missing teeth.

			“Hi there,” West tries, steps closer. “Do you talk? You hungry?” The kid snarls and hisses. One clawed hand lashes out and leaves red stripes down West’s chest. “Ouch!”

			“Serves you right,” Captain slurs. He uses the long metal hook for bringing in big fish to push the kid toward the water. The kid sets the boot in his jaws, grabs the hook out of Captain’s hands, and leaps into the ocean with it.

			Captain strings curses at the chopping waves.

			West squints at the gray, endlessly tossing depths, waiting for the tiny thing to resurface. Did the kid hold on to the hook and drown? Seems likely. This wild one could have let go of his crab line too. How much of being feral is tenaciousness?

			Finally, a plastered blond head lifts in the shallows by the old jetty. A skinny form scuttles up the beach, dragging the hook, wearing the boot.

			West tries to imagine being small and only knowing Post. He was in sixth grade when civilization collapsed, and yet he can talk and have relationships…Sure, Captain was a monster when West first got on board, but the man had been alone for ages.

			Captain notices how close they’ve drifted to the rotting pilings and seaweed-choked jetty. He shouts orders that are mostly burp accents. He slumps into the leather throne before the wheel and steers them clear of danger.

			A large black shape glides beneath them.

			West stands behind Captain. “We should have tried to keep the kid or at least offer food?”

			“Throw back the little ones. They die easy. Then you feel sad. I don’t like to feel feelings.” Captain uncorks a dusty bottle of red. “So we drink breakfast! ‘Little Red Corvette’!”

			Always Prince when he drowns himself in wine.

			West catches movement on the horizon—a white triangle. He grabs the binoculars and looks: a full sail shining like a time machine.

			“Someone.” He points, voice pregnant. “Look.”

			Captain lifts his head, an old sea lion who will bite if this is not worth it—but a sailboat is worth it. He looks through the binoculars. “Someone that pretty has things to trade. Follow.” He totters belowdecks to change his clothes fifteen times. “Use all the juice we got left!”

			West takes over the wheel but not the throne. He eyes the sole bar of battery left to run the motor. If this sailboat wants to, she’ll lose them in no time—

			In no time?

			There is no time.

			Time needs humans to believe in it.
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			The Sidereal spots the gaudy monstrosity of a yacht first. She could outstrip that floating rap music video, no problem.

			But the small sailboat’s captain drops sail and then anchor.

			His ears itch deeply, driving him crazy from inside his throat. His eyes are red from hard rubbing. Is the true definition of irony surviving mass extinction only to lose your mind to your histamines? He grinds his teeth, trying to pop his ears. He stores loose feelings and finds his sunglasses before unfurling canvas tarps over heaps of glistening oiled weaponry on deck.

			Enough guns to create an army, if there were any arms to hold them.

			The Sidereal’s captain scratches his dog’s alert head and sits in wait.
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			Captain comes on deck in the remains of his summer linens. “What flag she flying?”

			“None,” West reports. “She’s called the ‘Side Real.’ Probably a fishing thing?”

			“Side reel? Hollywood money. Holy testicle Tuesdays, I knew I’d run into someone who remembers the good life someday. If that’s a woman with tits, you jump and swim cuz I don’t want to ever see you again.”

			“What if it’s a woman without tits? Or a man with tits? You know you yourself have a lovely pair.” West decelerates. Captain’s glare isn’t worth the joke. “Yeah, Captain. Sure. Is it okay if I say hello?”

			“You’ll not say or do anything, will you?”

			Time might not exist anymore in alarmed hours or calendared months, but it accumulates. West feels it on his neck, by his ear. A flinching. Captain and West have been together long enough to sense a blow incoming. The hit echoes, part ear, part skull. It splices with before memories, sharing pain across realities, lighting up that cousin who lost his mind at sleepovers, pinned the unbreathable nylon of the sleeping bag over West’s head, and hit him again and again.

			Being hit feels the same no matter the level of extinction. West wonders if bullies know their punches are unoriginal, uninteresting, uninspired, and that even the pain turns to nothing of note after a while.

			West curls up on the padded bench that is also his bed. Perhaps if he lies still, Captain won’t send him belowdecks. Perhaps he’ll hear another voice talk. Perhaps this sapien knows another sapien somewhere.

			Perhaps, perhaps, perhaps.

			He breathes shallowly, too fast, while Captain circles the anchored sailboat in an attempt to look powerful, though it comes off as a priggish flourish. The yacht bobs to a stop, sending the sailboat up and down too.

			A dog barks on board.

			“A dog!” Before West remembers the rules, he’s up, holding on to the awning pole, dangling out over the water, twenty feet from such a beautiful wooden sailboat with a green hull. A mutt of terrier proportions with one folded and one missing ear barks at him happily.

			Naturally, West barks back.

			Captain gets a handful of West’s hair and hauls him to the deck, where he stands on West’s spine with one foot. Instantly, the dog growls.

			“Ho there, do you speak English, friend?” Captain hollers.

			West didn’t see the other captain. The dog had been too good. He holds his breath to listen, but the sapien doesn’t respond. West takes it as proof that this person doesn’t have tits, as he’s being ever pressed into the deck instead of tossed overboard.

			“What about Spanish? Hola?” Captain’s upper-class vibrato goes down like The Hindenburg.

			“What languages do you speak?” he erupts at West.

			“The one we’re speaking,” West grumbles.

			Captain keeps him pinned to the deck with his foot. West wonders if he’s showing off, flashing his remaining wealth in the currency of cruelty.

			“Trade?” Captain shouts at the new sapien. “I let you on board, you bring trade. We”—he holds up his bottle of wine—“drink together? Booze is the international fucking language, huh?”

			“You mean universal.” West wiggles out from under Captain’s foot. He stands. Cracks his back with a quick stretch. “There are no nations anymore.”

			“What did I say about talking?” Captain raises his knuckles, and the dog barks like crazy.

			“Mort. Settle.” The captain of The Sidereal’s voice is so soft and certain that it stops Captain and West in the middle of their sitcom violence. “I speak English. I’ll trade. Especially if you have Benadryl.”
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			The captain of The Sidereal never gives his name; Captain doesn’t notice.

			West scurries to keep a small fire going in the remains of the broken hot tub. He’s lined it with sand and stones, one of his rare Captain-approved improvements since he swam up to this desperate heaven, shaved and shivering.

			West thought the boat was a ghost ship until he found the old drunk snoring on a heart-shaped bed, tangled in black silk sheets.

			West’s curls shake like a halo, too short to tuck behind his ears. He puffs a breath to clear his eyes and checks the meat. Captain won’t eat anything burned; still bleeding is ideal. West turns cubes of tuna with a fork.

			“You been out to sea long?” Captain asks without intention of pausing for an answer. “Been out since day one. Outlasting by outsmarting. Only fool thing I did was let this idiot on board.” He kicks in West’s direction. “You should hear his theories. Impress us with your sixth-grade education, go on.” He turns back to the new sapien and barks, “Harvard. Top of my goddamn class. Harvard.”

			West hears gollum. He fails to hold back a laugh, and—pang!

			The captain of The Sidereal has uncorked a bottle of red.

			West snuggles the shadow. He watches them drink. This new sapien is half Captain’s age, at least. West stares at bare and hairy feet. His gaze tiptoes up loose sailor pants to a T-shirt sort of new and perfect-looking. There’s a beard, black. Long hair to match. West finishes his intake to find the young captain’s expression fixed on his behind dark shades, doubly strange in a world without sun.

			West shies, places the plate of charred, salted hunks at their feet and slips out of the picture. His insides fist and thrash, but the water cools all hurts. Captain did not mean to be rough; he gets overexcited. That’s okay; life is hard. Diving naked, deep in dark gray water, the colder, denser layer prickles the hair on West’s thighs and his stomach finally stops aching.

			On board, Captain does not stop telling stories about the cities and women he’s been in. A box of Benadryl balances on his knee.

			“What did you bring to trade?” Captain wasn’t waiting for West the fool to go swim, but it breaks the spell of congeniality anyway.

			The lawyer wakes, scratches, and sniffs the newcomer out. Fuck, he misses making deals, and what does this monkish Blackbeard have but a beautiful silver pistol.

			The kind a man could really end his life with.

			The captain of The Sidereal sets it on his knee.
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			“Good news, West. You’re getting a dog!” Captain’s voice echoes like a Disney daydream.

			West swims back in fast. “You traded for the dog? For me?” He cries for the simple joy of it and pulls himself into the yacht. He tries to hug Captain and gets his face palmed in a hard stop.

			“Jesus. Stop naked hugging,” Captain snaps. “I didn’t trade for a dog. I traded you. But the upside is, he has a dog and you, ipso facto, you got a dog. Don’t pout at me.”

			A silver pistol winks at West from Captain’s belt.

			“You traded me for a gun?”

			“No, the Benadryl for the gun. You for a bullet.”

			“But I’ve done everything you ever asked.”

			The bearded and sunglassed captain wedges forward, two bottles of wine under each arm.

			Captain slaps his back and one of the bottles launches; West catches it. “Bless this fool’s heart, he doesn’t even know he’s been trafficked. Told you, he’s sweet. Your own postapocalyptic Pollyanna. Great ass, if you’re into that kind of thing.”

			For the first time in forever, West remembers he’s naked. He pulls on shorts and smooths the sides of his hair. He has nothing to pack; he saw this yacht and swam toward it so long ago, nothing to his name but his skin. Or maybe nothing to his skin but a name.

			He is somehow leaving with less.

			The captain of The Sidereal beckons and returns to his ship, stepping over the awkward bridge of bumpers lashed together.

			The sea begins to chop. The weather turns so fast.

			Captain grabs West by the shoulders. He gives him a look up and down that West does not understand or follow. “Goodbye. Finally.”

			He pushes West overboard.

			West spirals, splats in the cold, sinking sideways. The yacht’s motor roars, nearly dicing him up, flying off as if it had more than a single surge of battery. The ropes connecting to The Sidereal let go with a snap, and Captain crows like a cowboy in a shootout.

			West resurfaces, bobbing on the gray ocean. The yacht’s speed is already dying. The solar panels will take forever to recharge enough to get back to fresh water. West wonders if his new boss will let him save his old boss from himself.

			Probably not. The motor cuts out, dead.

			A gunshot.

			West lets Captain go like a brick.

			The sea turns over and into a storm. Waves shrug so hard they lift West up, tip the boat down. The new captain plucks him out of the water by the upper arm easy as a fish.

			The dog attacks West, pinning him with wet, slobbering kisses.

			“Mort. Settle.” The captain’s voice growls warmly up close, but the deck is full of guns. The wind tosses the boat like a toy playing war. Too many machine guns slide out of a crate and crash into West’s legs.

			“Can you sail?” the captain shouts, ratcheting something on the towering canvas.

			West shakes his head.

			“Go below. Secure yourself.”
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			When West wakes, the lighter gray through the porthole could be morning. The storm rolled overhead for so long he fell asleep.

			The captain never came down the short steps to the small, neat cabin.

			West scrubs his eyes and looks for something that might say more about this sapien but finds only the essentials of a hotel. He sits on the edge of a soft bed and holds his writhing insides. The headboard frames a cupboard an inch ajar, and the inside of the door reveals a glued collage of good friends behaving badly.

			West can’t tell if the captain isn’t in this collage or if he’s changed too much to be recognized. Or if he stole this sailboat from the dead.

			West sidesteps all of it and takes in their faces. These teens are awful and beautiful; he traces wolfish grins with a finger. Their arms are around each other in bursts of complete capture. He stares until he sees his boys in Boston, all teeth and razors, last seen lifeless.

			West closes the cupboard until it latches. He heads topside, steps uncertain, unmoored in this new place. The captain is exhausted, slumped and asleep upright beside the mast. The dog sits beside his master with one paw on his thigh. The pup wears a safety harness that keeps him tethered to the captain’s belt.

			West sits beside them. This has gone on too long. “Wake up, um, please?”

			The captain lifts his head. Sneezes twice, rubs his eyes, under his sunglasses.

			West can’t wait. “Sorry, you’re tired, but I’ve given it some thought, and thing is, I don’t agree to being human trafficked. Or being part of an arms deal, by the way. I didn’t belong to Captain, so he didn’t have the right to trade me. And if he told you any ‘possession is nine-tenths of the law’ nonsense, you shouldn’t have bought into it.”

			The captain almost smiles under that black beard.

			West is bewildered by the potential of it.

			“What’s your name?”

			“West.”

			“Emil.” He stands and unclips the dog’s harness. “This is Mort.”

			The dog zooms around the deck and then jumps off the side. The surface is calm, gray, and deep. Emil the arms dealer picks up a machine gun and halfheartedly tosses it into the sea.

			West blinks.

			Emil throws another gun over. He mimes that West should join in. The heavy weaponry hits the surface, splutters hard bubbles while sinking fast and far away.

			West picks up a handgun with two fingers, drops it over the side. Laughs.

			Emil throws over two rifles. “Best part is, it never gets less fun.”

			“You do this a lot?”

			“Whenever I need a pick-me-up.”

			“Where do you get them from?”

			He pours out a crate of ammunition. “Everywhere.”

			They don’t stop until the weapons are all gone. West’s grin feels as wild as the feral kid’s, hungry and ready. Seeking. What is this game? Who has he found?

			Emil gives him jerky. “You’re right. I don’t own you. But that guy was ready to leave. I’m taking you to a community. Good-ish people. You decide if you want to stay.”

			“People,” West whispers. What a word. He hasn’t heard it in ages. “People.”

			West hugs Emil around the stomach. There’s no warning for the young old salt. He oofs and his dog yaps at the interaction, never having beheld such a thing in all his canine days.

			For the first time since his friends blinked out of existence, Emil has arms around him.

			“If you hug me back, I’ll do anything you want,” West whispers, face against his chest.

			Emil ruffles West’s hair, swallows. The claws in this offer are sharp with longing. He puts more jerky in West’s hand. “Eat, okay? Don’t want to get hangry.”
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			Sometime in the grey past, a black storm diced the cape into an archipelago. Emil can still see the lines of the land in his mind, like an arm, biceps, wrist, fist. Now he sails swift, deep channels and clogged bays separating tiny islands.

			It’s a trick to navigate the wrecks of ships and vacation homes tornado-tossed into shallows. He manages a few tight turns into a well-known inlet and drops anchor. This is the back way to the settlement, but it should cause less alarm from its occupants.

			West sleeps on the hard deck with Mort, the two curled around each other. Emil stands over them, trying to figure out how to wake him without touching or startling him. He stares for so long he doesn’t know what he’s looking at. West’s personhood is different from anything he’s seen so far, and he’s seen a lot. The younger guy is calm, but so animal. The way he’d gone electrically happy when he thought that horrid man had gotten him a dog…Emil’s chest burns like his heart isn’t stone after all.

			Mostly he doesn’t know what he sailed in on.

			How long was West keeping the old drunk on this planet?

			“Mort,” Emil says. “Up.” The dog stands, shakes, and the scrawny guy contorts in a bony stretch. Emil looks away. West’s stomach is puffed, hard…wrong. “How old are you, you think?”

			“In Post years or Pre?” West asks. Emil doesn’t understand; West elaborates. “I was twelve when the grids went down.”

			“The grids? You were inland?”

			“Rhode Island. Backwoods. In Post, I think I’m eighteen. I think we’re at six years. What’s your guess?”

			“Post.” Emil wonders for the first time in forever. He touches the length of his ponytail. Six years feels right—but it could also be twenty. “I was sixteen when the sky grayed.”

			“Aw, you got to go to high school. Will you tell me about it?”

			Emil blinks. “What? No. We’re at the path. Look. That’s got to be a good sign, right?”

			West squints. “A very good sign.”

			On the short beach of the inlet, before a path into the woods: a post. It once held a Posted board for shark attacks, riptides, jellyfish, and other vicious glories of the sea, but those chipped away.

			Now it bears a surviving word: Post.
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			West and Emil hike through dense skeletal shrubbery. The path is little more than a trail of sand and thorns through the short gray trees that survive on such gray light.

			West likes Emil, though he is skilled at liking. He wishes the young captain would talk, but maybe he’s lost the habit or doesn’t have anything left to say. A lot of sapiens are like that. West learned not to talk just to fill silence with his boys, and so silence keeps them company.

			They pass a house fallen into itself, overgrown by dull, tall ferns.

			“Like a giant stepped on it,” West says, unable to stop himself.

			Emil looks at the house and grunts in agreement. A black hole in the ragged shingles of the roof contorts to show the remains of the kitchen. A murder of crows nests inside a gaping refrigerator.

			Endless pairs of black eyes wait, watch.

			The corvids ate the songbirds so long ago, West has to close his eyes to remember tunes in the treetops, but he can. He can hear them; it just takes a little effort. I’m still here too! his mom says from some badly wired corner of his mind. Who’s your new friend? He’s cute.

			“Emil.”

			“Yes?”

			West looks up, startled. “What?”

			“You said my name.”

			“I did? Oh, I think I just like the shape of it in my mouth.”

			Emil glances back, unsure if he heard what he heard.

			West smirks but holds his stomach. He’s turned pale over the course of the hike. Something inside gnaws, writhes, breeds. Repeat.

			“You sick?” Emil asks, the words loud. Who knows what someone from inland has inside their body.

			“Worms, Captain said.” West wrinkles his face. “I’ll be fine.”

			Emil stops walking, blows all the air out of his body. He turns and starts hiking back.

			West rushes to follow. “Where are you going?”

			“She won’t let you in if you’re sick, but I know someone who might be able to help.”

			“She?”

			“We’ll cross that Karen when we come to it.” He checks his compass, seeking southwest.

			West exclaims, pulling the round tool from Emil’s hand. “Does it still work? I always wondered if the polarity shifted in all this nonsense. Maybe north isn’t north anymore.”

			Emil takes the compass back. He hasn’t wondered if the world keeled off its axis. Anything is possible. Post weather is certainly seasonless and never cold, a true departure from the cape’s former offering.

			“Guess we’ll never know,” Emil grumbles, securing his sunglasses.

			West scoffs. “We’ll know. Just as soon as the gray cracks, Negative Nancy. The stars didn’t move. For all that we broke, the universe goes on. The sun is up there where we left it, and there’s tides, so the moon’s still hanging out too. Not to mention the aliens! Right? They’re doing fine somewhere, I’m sure of it.”

			Emil’s mouth falls open. “Did you call me ‘Negative Nancy’?”
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			Ani hears laughter.

			It hits her grief and shatters into the gray sky like too many bats. She’s on her back in the graveyard, pushing her hands into the dirt. Her heart growls a thousand beats a moment. Laughter only comes from humans. Humans come with too damn much.

			She decides to stay still. If the humans are the kind that can see a person lying on the ground, she will interact. If not, she won’t.

			Ani swears one voice sounds of Emil, but he’s not due back to market for many sleeps yet. Emil off his schedule would be a bad sign.

			“Jude,” she whispers. “Make them go away. Don’t let them see me. Don’t let anything else happen ever again. Please.”

			Her soulmate remains silent, deep in the earth beneath her.
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			West spots Ani easily. She’s lying on her back staring at the sky in the middle of a graveyard of ocean-rock headstones with Sharpie inscriptions.

			Emil scowls at the motionless woman. “We should wait over here until she’s done.”

			But West is already on his way over. Emil stays back. Ani can help West, that part is true; the other truth is that Ani greatly prefers the company of the dead to that of the living.

			“Hi!” West plops into the sandy dirt beside her. He lies back and stares up. She watches him mirror her down to each limb. “I’m West. What are we doing?”

			“Grieving.” Anger flickers on the woman’s word like heat lightning. This is her graveyard. This is her Jude time. This is her pain.

			West looks up into the endless stretch of gray, framed by the clacking, clawing skeletal fingers of surrounding trees. “What would you call that color?”

			Ani is so angry, she answers. “Gray.”

			“Would you spell that with an e or an a?”

			“If you say there’s a difference, I’ll kill you. A spelling lesson in the end times is where I draw the line.”

			“I was only going to argue that grey with an e feels like a mood. And a is more like a color. It’s not a spelling lesson. It’s a spelling thought experiment.”

			West knows he should stop talking. He tells himself so, and no one listens. “Do you ever think about how the bacteria that’s going to eat you when you die is already on you? Already inside of you! Just waiting for you to die so it can have, like, the best feast. Your body will say when, and then all your organisms will have a complete rave.”

			“No, I don’t fucking think about that.”

			Ani contemplates nearby murder weapons. A headstone will do.

			West thinks he can see a crack in the clouds. A place so light it could almost be yellow. “I like grieving. I’ll think about my mom. I’ve been hearing her voice so much.”

			Jealousy gives Ani a little slap.

			“Your dead mom talks to you?”

			“She tells me things she always said, but she said some really good things. I’m lucky.”

			Ani’s never once dared to think any living person would feel lucky ever again. “What’s your favorite of the things she says?”

			He laughs; Ani winces. “ ‘A bike because vests have no sleeves.’ ”

			“What?”

			“Life is in the eye of the beholder. It isn’t supposed to make sense.”

			Words push up from the cold dirt of her memories. Tendrils of life. “ ‘Perspective is a prostitute who calls everyone her favorite.’ ” Ani smiles. “That’s what my Jude said.”
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			West, Emil, and Ani tread a well-worn path from the graveyard to Ani’s makeshift camp.

			Ani lives in a train of RVs she’s circled like wagons around a central cookfire and cauldron. It’s only a short walk to the inlet and a much longer one to the other inhabitants of the island.

			This life suits Ani so well this interruption has caught even her grumpiness off guard. She lets them into the nearest RV, tells them to sit and wait.

			The door claps shut, and West and Emil are doused in utter darkness. The outside world is muffled too, like they’ve stumbled into the same waking dream.

			No sound, no light. West’s heartbeat hurts. He gasps.

			Emil shifts, knocks his knee against West’s. “Dark,” he says softly.

			“Dark,” West agrees. “This Ani is a good-ish person, right?”

			“Oh. Maybe, I don’t know. I took Mort from her. I don’t think she was feeding him. A story there, but she’s never shared it.”

			“Oh.”

			“But she has a lot of drugs.” Emil wants to tell West that he won’t let anyone hurt him. The instinct to protect is so large Emil’s fear wants to starve it, run. He puts a hand on West’s knee instead—but withdraws it the moment the door reopens.

			Ani returns from the RV full of scavenged medicines with a small box. She climbs up the stairs, finding the two young men on either end of her couch, too aware of each other’s bodies in this small space. And the hormones in the air? Gods. She’s relieved that sexual tension still exists, but does it have to smell like a locker room?

			The door claps shut behind her, sealing the three of them in the black.

			“Fuck.” Ani fumbles to find her lighter. “Forgot I retrofitted this one into a sensory-deprivation RV. Did a handy job, didn’t I?”

			“Really?” West croaks. “My senses do not feel deprived.”

			Emil laughs.

			Ani eyes the emotional shitstorm barreling down on the young captain, her sole connection to the necessities of the outside world.

			She lights a lamp that paints the tight place with a brassy glow and hands the box to West. “Take two. Right now.”

			West turns the small box over. A faded dog not unlike Mort hangs a happy tongue from the center of the WormExx ad. “But I’m not a terrier.”

			“That’s why I said take two.”

			“Are you a doctor?”

			“I was in vet school.” She shrugs.

			“Guess I’m lucky I don’t have a human disease, then.”

			Ani laughs. It has not happened in so long that it hurts. She hates it. It’s like choking.

			Only Jude makes her laugh.

			West takes the pills. Emil watches. If this is how strong caring feels, they are both going to get drunk fast.

			“What happens now?” West asks his veterinarian.

			“You shit your brains out. Drink water. If you die, it’ll be from dehydration.”

			“Cool,” West blurts. That’ll be pretty. He slides out of the black of the camper van; inside always feels wrong now. He disappears into the woods alone, thankful for the gray.
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			Thanks to Mort, Emil has seen a creature go through a deworming. It is not pretty.

			Emil checks for West’s tracks. “I’m going to find him. Thanks for helping.”

			Ani stokes the fire inside the circle of RVs. “I gave him a box. Hardly helping. You can source a spice for me, yes? I need paprika. Don’t care how caked it is.” He nods and she adds, “And that damn dog?”

			“Doing just fine. Mort’s guarding The Sidereal.”

			Ani harrumphs. “Well, your fool went that way. Off to die alone like a dog.” She points out West’s bare footprints. “You scratch up his chest like that?”

			“What? No!” Emil twists fingers through his beard. “He says he caught a feral kid when he was fishing.”

			“So he’s a liar or crazy or both. Great.” Ani pulls out her pipe and sits on a crate. “Don’t get attached, Emil. Think you’ve survived it all? Nothing kills like love.”

			She pauses, her words barbs in her throat. “Don’t bring him back here. He’s too…sweet.”

			Emil hands her a plastic pouch of ancient tobacco. “He’s coming out of a bad place. Believe me, you don’t want to know.”

			Ani sits, packs her pipe. “He’s a fucking James Taylor song. None of us need that kind of emotional damage.”

			“Relax. When he’s better, I’m taking him to Karen’s.”

			“Christ on a bike, Emil.” She lights it, puffs, exhales. “I thought you liked him.”
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			West finds a secluded place among thick shrubs.

			The ground is mostly dunes. He digs a pit; it’s not his first rodeo. He’s already lost everything inside of him twice. His mind calls the dark gray midnight. He wonders how long diurnal mammals can survive without sunlight.

			He’s not afraid to die.

			Emil finds him twitching and vomiting in the sand.

			Coyotes claw their paths back and forth beyond the shrubbery. Emil builds a fire and puts West in the pit he half dug like a cradle. Water is next, sleepless spans of dribbling it into his mouth every few minutes.

			This isn’t Emil’s first rodeo either.

			West gets sick again and again. And then he stops being sick, but also stops moving. Emil digs out a new place in the dunes big enough for both of them to nestle within and drags him over by the arms.

			When he drops him in, West looks up dazed. “You like me?”

			Emil swears, cuddles their bodies together. Cold promises night. West is light as Mort on Emil’s chest. Breathing just as lightly. Emil holds on to West the way he should have when he plucked the guy shaking out of the ocean. Ani is right. It already feels like this will cost him his life. He’s surprised to find that he’s willing to put it on the table.

			“What could you possibly want to know about high school?” he wonders aloud.

			“Everything,” West replies, mostly asleep.

			Emil tells him what he can remember; it is not much. Mostly Emil uses the length of his hair to tell him how long it’s been since civilization eclipsed, but he unearths a new measure: it has been long enough to forget the name of his prom date.

			“Emil, what’s the ‘side real’? The ship name?”

			“Sidereal. Means directed by the stars. She was my mom’s. She named her.”

			“Wow. She’s like a whole huge piece of home for you.”

			“Yes. I’ve got to get back to her when you feel good enough to move. Mort will be worried.”

			“I love Mort,” West murmurs into Emil’s chest.

			“He loves you too.”

			“Emil.”

			Emil waits but West doesn’t say anything. “You just enjoying the shape of my name in your mouth or what?”

			West stirs. “You’re the best thing that’s happened to me since I lost home.”

			Emil is pierced. “How can you have this many feelings left?”

			West twists asleep inside his words. “Feelings grow back.”
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			When Emil wakes, West is drinking water by himself. He’s shaky but upright.

			Emil climbs out of the pit. He pats his shoulders, squats. West hops on his back, as natural as if they’d done this a hundred times at soccer practice. Emil winds a quick path through the scrubby salt woods, finding The Sidereal where he left her anchored in the inlet.

			Tide is low, and he wades out to his waist before West even lifts his head from Emil’s shoulder, arms slung around Emil’s chest.

			Emil swings him around, cradles his loose body like a fireman. When they get deeper, West floats on the surface, at peace. One of Emil’s hands holds up the arc of his lower spine. A water trust fall. The sea smells salt bright, and a seagull caws. The shoreline could be full of sunbathing tourists and wealthy vacationers. Umbrellas, swim clothes, suntan lotion. It is just an overcast summer. Emil is home on the cape, daydreaming about kissing this hungover boy.

			West’s eyes are open as he floats on his back. Emil dares to pull him close and peer into brown irises. What a dive into an unknown depth. West is not a boy; he’s a survivor.

			And survivors carry all the years of those who don’t survive.
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			Emil steers around the reef-like wreckage of the inlet, toward the remains of the bay.

			West sits close, fingers learning sailing knots. Mort rests between his feet, chewing at the frazzled ends of the rope.

			Emil spins the wheel to starboard, curving The Sidereal’s path around the remains of a granite mansion: half collapsed, half impossibly standing in the tidal water. Waves flow in and out of the second-floor windows.

			West leans his chin on the railing, watching the sand-coated decay slide by. “Is it still a shipwreck if it was once a house?”

			“What?” Emil is officially distracted. He steers around a pile of cars rusting too close to the surface. Must look at sea. “I think so. Sunken planes are called shipwrecks. Though I’m not sure it matters what things used to be called.”

			“The point of language is community. Shared narrative. Sapiens need a story about themselves to tell themselves. You remember the Big Dipper? When the Greeks looked at it, they saw a bear. We’ll believe anything, as long as we all believe the same thing.”

			West sits beside the wheel. He grins. “Housewreck?”

			“Housewreck.” Emil smirks. He feeds West ancient crackers and water and sails around the island, headed to the front door of the compound. He still wears sunglasses—it veils the gray—but he did show West his eyes, his go-to move back when he was a stupid privileged teen. It is funny to feel longing refill his body. A rush of awareness, curiosity. The tug that connects irises to lips and lower.

			West’s fingers learn the knots well, fast, and Emil almost doesn’t fixate on the knotted drawstring of West’s shorts.

			“You feel better?” Emil asks. “You seem better,” he wants.

			“Hungry, but better.”

			Emil opens his secret cupboard of stale but unlethal snack foods. West finds a small bag of M&M’s and makes unholy animal noises of forgotten pleasure. He eats each piece of candy with affection, legs crossed, foot bouncing. “These were my favorite. Oh, Mom thought junk food would give me cancer or diabetes or something awful. Isn’t it funny how much we shaped our days in fear of a future no one had?”

			“Funny?” Emil asks, throat clogged with a sudden tightness.

			“Funny like, let’s laugh or what else is there?”

			“Funny,” he pushes himself to agree.

			West’s knee is next to the place where Emil’s hand rests on the wheel. Unlike in Ani’s RV, he can’t find the courage to do anything but stare at it. Emil waits for West to ask where they are going, what they are doing, but West does not.

			“Here’s the thing about Karen,” Emil starts, unable to hold back. “Her anxiety is at eleven, but her house is incredible and has three people. She’s been there this whole time, and she keeps the place up impeccably. It’ll be fun for you there, maybe.”

			The ship creaks and moans in line with the water. “I’d take you with me, but I do somewhat dangerous work.”

			“You go shopping?” West has been paying attention. “For these people? And they have a market?” Emil nods once. “When I’m better, I’ll come with you. Corpses don’t make me crazy.”

			Emil thinks the world has truly cracked because that’s the cutest thing he’s ever heard.

			They sail around the tip of the island to a cliffside corner of the bay unaltered by storm and rising seas. An impossible place. Dropped boulders create an artificial break wall, protecting a short sandy beach leading to polished wooden stairs, and beyond and above, a magnificent lighthouse with mansion to match.

			It looks brand-new.

			“Oh!” West steps off the edge of The Sidereal without warning. He dives deeply, past huge, coral-laced stones. He breaches and bandies his way through the surf to shore, eyes on the lighthouse, pulled in by its timelessness.

			Emil hustles to secure the sail and drop anchor. He skips a few steps, pulls his shirt off over his head, and dives in after him.

			Karen saw the sail coming, of course. She sees everything all the time. Someone has to. She runs to the top of the stairs that lead down to the beach, ready.

			“Hi! I’m West,” a scrawny, nearly naked punk yells up at her. He’s kicked footsteps all over her beautiful sand.

			Now she’ll have to get the rake.

			“No strangers welcome!” Karen holds out a revolver. It’s so big she needs a long time to get it aimed at the punk.

			Emil escapes the tugging crash of the waves, dripping and out of breath. West hasn’t seen Emil shirtless yet, and he’s distracted even from the gun. His hands slide up Emil’s bare sides.

			Emil laughs, ticklish. His arms briefly and automatically wrap around West.

			“Stop!” Karen shouts, and waves her gun, firing into the air.

			West hits the sand, whimpering like Mort, covering the back of his head.

			Emil scrapes him upright like a bit of seaweed. “Karen, for the love of your Jesus, put your gun away.”

			Karen takes a few brave steps down the stairs but keeps her gun. “Why are you here, Emil? It’s not market day. If you’re here and it’s not market day, then market day is going to get off schedule. Everyone counts on market day, Emil.”

			“I won’t be off. I needed to bring West here for safekeeping.”

			Karen looks over West. He is not clean. He is malnourished. He could have inland diseases. “We talked about this before. No sick people. I also believe I was clear in my rules that gayness will be neither seen nor heard. We have a species to save. We’re not doing identity fads. Procreation is sacred.”

			West laughs. He laughs so hard that Karen turns purple.

			“She’s serious,” Emil mutters.

			West wipes at tears. “Sapiens can’t make choices for other sapiens. It would drive you insane.”

			Karen drops her gun. It hits a huge rock her great-grandfather had placed here, to protect his coastline, hauled in on an enormous barge that bottomed out in the bay for weeks, dripping oil and ruining fishing in the area for seasons. The gun slides, grinds on stone, and falls through to a deeper level of break wall, firing again, and making all of them scream.

			In the after, West looks around. He slaps his hands together. “No one shot? Lucky day. Can I see the lighthouse?”
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			“It’s gorgeous! Can I go to the top?” West asks, head thrown back to take in the incredible height of concrete and limestone. The lighthouse appears pristine. The structure’s base is monolithic, a white middle finger holding strong against the gray sky.

			Karen blocks the locked door. “It’s called the lantern room. And why would you want to go up? To spy on my property? This whole place has been in my family for generations.”

			She’s not sure what to do. Emil never brings anyone around. He brings stories of his encounters, but never people. He knows Karen can’t handle surprise visitors. Emil is usually thoughtful, but he’s dazed around this pretty, dirty boy.

			“ ‘Why’?” West rolls the word around his mouth. This woman’s insecurities beat the air like invisible wings. “Why would I want to go up in a lighthouse? Is that a real question?”

			“What will you steal or break?” she snaps.

			Emil holds up his hands. “Karen, whoa. First you come out shooting. Now we’re stealing and breaking things? What’s wrong?”

			She erupts. “Bryony and Duke are gone! It’s nearly time to have the baby, and they left. They didn’t even say where. They didn’t even take the baby clothes I gave them. They don’t want me to be family, Emil. Do you know what it feels like to be so rejected by the people under your own roof?”

			“Yes,” Emil says, and West adds, “Just the other day, in fact.”

			They trade smiles and fist-bump.

			“That’s why you can’t make choices for other people.” West is distracted by Emil’s chest hair. “ ‘Keep your eyes on your own paper,’ that’s what my mom said. She taught second grade.”

			Mort starts barking on the sailboat.

			Emil squints at the mansion in the field below them. “So, it’s just you here right now?” He is torn. Karen is a lot one-on-one.

			Mort barks harder.

			Karen cannot believe she has to be the one to say it. “Emil, your sailboat is leaving without you.”

			The rushed anchoring drags out with the tide. The Sidereal drifts. Emil runs toward the stairs, then spins around. “I’ll be back for market day, all right?”

			West takes a few steps toward him and waves. “I’m good here. I’ll see you again.”

			Emil nearly blows a kiss and settles on spinning to wave before trekking after his drifting vessel. He hops down the stairs and jogs into the sea. He front-crawls to his boat.

			West watches him hoist himself out of the water. Emil’s body without clothes—West wants it. It is another feeling that has never changed, not in all these horrors and missing sunsets. He wants that guy wrapped around him like a candy shell.

			“The end of the planet, and I’m left with horny, dirty boys,” Karen interjects.

			West tears his eyes from the sail as it swells, tacking into the exact right wind. “The planet will not end. Our extinction truly helps her go on. This whole place will heal.” He grins, the wind throwing his curly hair, a living halo. “We’re done. That’s okay. Think of our iPhones and sneakers as dinosaur fossils to be collected at the next great species’ roadside attractions!”

			Karen crosses herself. “I don’t know about you going into the house. How about you stay in the stables. They’re cleaner than you are.”

			Out on the gray water, The Sidereal travels fast, around the lip of the isle. Emil waves again, leaning back while holding the wheel.

			West touches the door to the lighthouse. “Please? I want to watch until he disappears.”

			Karen shakes her head. That’s another thing wrong with this one. Does not take no for an answer. Well, she knows what to do with boys like that: Never take your eyes off them.
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			West trips after Karen. She leads away from the mansion beside the lighthouse, down to the enormous barn in the lower fields.

			The stable is its own rich kingdom. West isn’t even sad he won’t be going in the big house. This place has a cavernous mortise-and-tenon roof and smells of earth. There are no more horses; he’s not silly enough to ask.

			Karen holds the door open to a small apartment with a cot inside. “This was the stable hand’s recreation area. Could be yours on a trial basis, but you have to do something first.”

			West hasn’t had an offer this nice in a long time. “Anything.”

			Karen leads him to a rainwater shower Duke built for Bryony. It is connected to a cistern on the roof, and Karen told him he wasn’t allowed, but he built it anyway. Karen has a copper tub inside and a whole fireplace heating system. She made a bath schedule for all of them. What is so wrong with her initiative?

			“Strip. You’re filthy. And I’m a mother; I don’t care about your nakedness,” she says, but West just shrugs his shorts off. This is not the first time a new location came with an inspection or delousing.

			She hoses him down like a car she’s going to resell. She can’t get the brown halo off his skin and retires to the idea that he’s less white than she thought.

			He soaps his entire body, shampoos, and is then sprayed out like an industrial ice cream maker.

			Rinse and repeat.

			After the third time, he’s shaking, red, and raw. “I’m sorry your friends left. That always hurts. Seems like a really inevitable part of life, but I hate it. Friends come. They go.”

			Karen hands him a towel. “They weren’t friends. No survivors are friends. We’re just stuck with each other.”

			“I don’t mind being stuck with you,” he says.

			“Oh, you’re a liar too? Men. I am not surprised. My husband was lying when the world ended. Said he was in Tokyo completing a merger that would pay for our grandchildren’s retirement, but I know Bob was inside his LA girlfriend’s apartment that cost four thousand a month, which was decorated in the tackiest art deco you can ever imagine, by the way.”

			West blinks. “Those are a lot of details to hold on to.”

			“I could have had my own boyfriends. Men came on to me too.”

			“Of course they did.”

			Karen scowls. She wants this to be sarcasm so she can throw this little weirdly righteous thing out on his ass. “They did. I don’t know why I didn’t have an even better love affair.” She doesn’t know why she let him waste her. “I should have said, ‘Hey, hun, what if we both act French? Mistress and mister for both of us.’ ”

			“I bet he would have been interested.” West sits on a crate, obediently listening. “My mom used to say that hindsight sucks, but it’s at least proof that you’ve gotten smarter.”

			Again, she can’t find the sarcasm. Where is it? This underfed one loves and cherishes his deceased mother? It’s enough to give her shivers. And pains. And jealousy. She fears her kids never held on to her life advice like a grounding rod. She knows they didn’t.

			None of them even got on the private plane she spent half their savings hiring amid the collapse. The pilot returned with empty seats and a rushed apology before joining his own desperately waiting family.

			Karen didn’t see another person until she caught that lesbian breaking into her wine cellar.

			The wind picks up, batters the sides of the barn.

			“You need clothes,” she concludes. “Let’s go to the house. Now that you’re clean, I suppose I can let you rummage in Bob’s closet.”
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			Bob was tall and robust. Things came easy to him from birth to death, leaving him of little interest to anthropology. His clothes, on the other hand, are a riot.

			Bob’s athletic gear makes West look skeletal.

			His Hawaiian shirt might as well be a muumuu on the boy.

			And his pinstriped suit looks so ska Karen can’t stand it. She hollers at West to pick something else. They’re having a little fun, she thinks, tearing into Bob’s clothes. West throws things on the ground, stands on silk and cashmere. She lets him. He never seems to notice when he’s naked—there’s something childlike about it.

			“You can change behind the screen,” Karen offers for the second time.

			“Thought you said you were a mother so it didn’t matter?” West vanishes inside a rack of sport coats as if he’s twelve and can’t believe the hide-and-seek spot he’s found.

			“Well, would you stand around naked in front of your own mother?”

			He sticks his head out. “Maybe when I was little, but I guess you’re right. I wouldn’t have done it last I saw her.”

			“There you go.” She knows better than to ask. “When’s the last you saw her?”

			“The hallway. She was bringing me a glass of water. She didn’t even spill it. It was right there on the floor beside her, waiting for me. I drank it and fell asleep with her. And I woke when her body started to change.”

			West doesn’t carry the weight of these things. He let them go in order to go on. He watches Karen feel their great gravity. He watches her try to lift them like penance.

			“You had plague?”

			“Having lived it, I don’t think it was plague. More like air poisoning. Volcanic-ash toxic event. Black-mold smog? Radiation rain? Maybe all. It’s like the air got sick, and we had no choice but to breathe it. You could taste it.”

			Karen squirms; they had been lucky on the cape. The winds sent that miasma northeast like the very last gift Mother Nature had left. “Taste?”

			“Metal. A tiny bit of blood in each breath.” He bats away the seriousness, shivering. “I’m not sure the how-pocalypse changes anything. I don’t think on it; this is hard enough.”

			Karen can’t stop. “Where did you go after your mom…?”

			“I rode my bike to my dad’s. He lived sixteen miles away, but he wasn’t there. I don’t know anything about where he went or if he evacuated. One of the vanished, I guess. I stayed at his place for as long as I could. Read his books a lot but there wasn’t much food in the complex, and I had this vivid dream about going to Boston and finding a new family.”

			She’s entranced. “Did you go? Did you find anyone?”

			West looks straight into her eyes. “ ’Course. But they couldn’t stay.”

			He likes the way Emil said that so much. Captain gone, easy as needed to leave. His boys couldn’t stay. That’s okay; things are hard. Their last breaths were doorways, not burned-out flames. He’ll step through and join them one day.

			“But if you breathed that black air…Have you gotten sick?”

			He shakes his head, comes back slowly. “Whatever that miasma was, it already did its worst.”

			“Amen.” Karen sits on the edge of her massive, luxurious king-sized bed. Every day she wakes up listing how her life has been stolen. Every day she wakes up listing how much worse things can get. The Fresnel lens of her anxiety flashes a blinding light, never ceasing. The little punk is right; the lighthouse keeper is mad. “This yacht captain, where is he from?”

			“My mom would’ve said he’s from bad manners, but also, I think he was a Virginian.”

			Karen is disappointed, hoping for a local, desperate to reconnect on old ideals.

			West continues. “I thought he was my friend too, Karen. And then he traded me to Emil like a slave. I’m thinking now, I did a lot of work for him. His cooking, cleaning, laundry. Can you be enslaved and not know it?”

			“Easily,” Karen grits out.

			West comes out of the closet in a red velvet smoking jacket (Bob’s last Christmas joke) and nothing else. This is West’s favorite, and he struts his stuff in the floor-to-ceiling mirror.

			She cannot believe how much this waif melts her iceberg heart. He’s a lot skinnier than her Neil, but she won’t hate seeing her son’s clothes on this hard-won soul. Such a strange, tender being.

			She takes him down the hall to Neil’s room, the only one of her kids who she needed to have close by. Her sweet one, her quiet one. The one who always hugged back. She opens the door, and because she keeps it closed, it still smells of him.

			For the first time, it feels like she’s holding a piece of him hostage.

			West sees the Legos and goes a bit loony. He loves Legos. So did Neil. Elaborate and expensive sets hang from the rafters and sit tall on oak shelves. He asks hundreds of questions about how hard each set was to build.

			Karen surprises herself by knowing most of the answers. Yes, the Lord of the Rings tower took forever. No, he also hadn’t been satisfied with the dimensions of The Hindenburg. Yes, that medieval castle was over twenty packets.

			West doesn’t notice when Karen dresses him like an attention-deficit toddler. Before he knows it, he’s in a polo and jeans that fit loose but nice. He wears underwear too. He cannot remember the last time that happened.

			When she holds out socks, West stops taking in the brightly colored plastic bricks. “I have to let my feet breathe. Last time I put shoes on, I had an existential crisis.”
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			Karen leaves Neil’s bedroom door open.

			She has a fleeting thought to put West in there, to tuck him under her arm, and try again. Do better with this gay son.

			Maybe this son won’t move to the other coast as soon as he can because he “doesn’t feel like he can be himself at home.” And this son, if he changes his name, maybe she’ll tell him she’s proud and not send him a letter about her hurt feelings.

			Maybe she’ll tell him she’s always hated her name too, and she should be as brave as him and change.

			Or maybe she won’t say anything this time.

			Just “I love you” over and over.

			Nothing else matters anyway.

			Nothing else exists anymore anyway.
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			Ani dreams of the puppy barking while she screams.

			Endless grey days of screams and barking.

			If she remembers them for one more stiff breath, she’ll burn the world down. Or just the island, but still.

			The urge to destroy—to get her hands on someone—is so strong her fists have grown arthritic. Ani’s desperate to dig her fingers into humanity, decompose it. Die howling rage.

			As her Jude would say, she’s in shit shape.

			Ani hobbles, sore-backed, pipe endlessly clouding the air about her. Outside her circle of RVs, the island feels like a different kind of graveyard. Trees bare and sort of frozen, though at least the skeletal shrubs don’t snap when she bends their branches.

			Even though she grew up on this part of the cape, she cannot recognize anything. Until she does: a white picket fence marks the lighthouse-mansion-compound Karen has been masterminding since the government snuffed out.

			It’s as bad as Ani thought.

			That stupidly sweet soft boy picks demented tiny blackberries and burbles Bible verses. He wears loafers like those rich jerks who fell out of the country clubs and into her summer nights, pissing and groping across the beaches.

			Ani’s double-shift patio waitressing always led to smoking ditch weed in the dunes, waiting for the scuffle of predators. Fucking idiots used the same spots. Ani loved guiding a rapist’s melon into the hardest point of her knee.

			It was satisfying until it became endless.

			Jude arrived in her life the same day she googled how to build a guillotine.

			She needs him back.

			It’s time.

			“Ho, there. Which way to the golf course, frat boy?” Ani’s voice rumbles her throat, and smoke precedes her like a hookah shop.

			West looks up from the pocket Bible he’s been shackled to.

			“Wait ’til Emil gets a look at this. Not sure he’ll be into it, truth told.”

			“I feel like I go to Harvard,” West says. “But it makes Karen so happy. You should see.”

			Ani leans on the unbroken, blemish-free fence. The whole cape is ripped into isles, tattered, rotting—all except Karen’s property, which appears to simply be having too many years of seasonal drought.

			Ani squints at the mansion, at Karen on a ladder, window washing in professional gear. “You think Karen’s happiness can spare you for a bit?”

			“You want me?” West leaves the Bible balancing on the white fence. “I’m in.”

			“You don’t know what I want you to do.” Ani scowls. “Don’t trust people. What’s wrong with you?”

			“You helped me. Of course I want to help you.” West climbs over the fence, losing the loafers in the process.

			Ani starts the path back to her half of this new island. He heels quietly. “You’re a lot like a dog, anyone ever tell you that?”

			He cocks his head. “Not in those exact words.”

			“It’s a compliment. I like dogs.”

			“Oh, I heard maybe you didn’t.”

			“There’s four people on this goddamn island and a rumor mill? That’s it. I’m going to kill Karen, and I’m going to sleep soundly afterwards.”

			“Actually Emil said so—concerning Mort.”

			“Well. True. I like all dogs but that asshole.” Ani runs out of breath before words, and it is too much like screaming until there’s no more sound left.
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			West digs in the graveyard.

			“Try there.” Ani directs his shovel with the stem of her pipe. Her twisted back and determination to smoke her lungs to death as soon as possible have left her unable to follow her promise to Jude, but she’d left her property and asked for help, so reality does have a new tilt.

			West’s shovel connects. He wears naught but his new underwear, scared to dirty Karen’s son’s clothes.

			“You want shoes at least? I bet I have something to fit you,” Ani says.

			“No, thanks. I can’t remember how to tie laces.”

			“So what? You want Crocs?”

			“No, you don’t understand. My mom taught me how to tie a bow. I remember her teaching me, but I don’t remember how to do it anymore.”

			“So?”

			“What else have I lost and don’t even know it?”

			Ani’s face clouds like a flash storm. “Dig. God.”

			West drops to his knees and uncovers a sternum and collarbone.

			“Look at the skull. Does it have a metal plate over the right temple?”

			West brushes dirt off a slack-jawed skull. The head is small. The skin and soft tissue are long gone but scraps of cloth stick to the ribs. He inspects the forehead: no hardware. His chest tightens, empathy flooding. Did he dig up the wrong person? Again? “It’s not him.”

			“Okay, don’t just stand there. Dig over here next,” Ani says.

			West looks up from his deepening pit. “I do want to help you find Jude, I do. But why isn’t he buried near his headstone? Who is this? Do you…not remember where he was buried? It’s okay if you don’t; memory can be hard through grief.”

			Ani stares at the uncovered skeleton. “That’s one of my old neighbors. Don’t care which.”

			Her eyes trail the ocean-round headstones with Sharpie inscriptions in a variety of handwritings. So many neighbors showed up that day to make a marker for those lost the first winter. Ani tries not to think about how those people didn’t make it either, how she left their bodies wherever they fell. She could not find the will to drag more stones out of the ocean and write names on them.

			Would anyone write her name next to Jude’s on their stone? Would it be this weird kid?

			West takes in the shape of the headstones. A circle means a mass grave—and there are a lot of names. Jude’s skeleton is somewhere beneath him tangled with thousands of other bones. He leans on his shovel, exhales.

			“You think it’s fucking hopeless.” This is why Ani hates humans. They give up. They love to give up. They look for it. They eat it. They shit it out.

			“Nah, I think we should make a charnel house. We dig up all the bones and use them to decorate a place of remembrance. It’s a super-old human tradition.”

			“What?”

			“My dad was an anthropologist. I spent a really long time alone in his apartment with his library. It’s probably why I don’t mind corpses.”

			He thinks. “The only fiction my dad owned was East of Eden. It had an inscription from my mom when they were dating, daring him to read it.”

			“Fucking Steinbeck. That’ll do some very specific American damage.”

			West shakes his head. “No, it’s brilliant. It’s about how everything’s woven and broken. It’s about how families make and break life. About how religious mythologies control the way we see ourselves.”

			Ani squints. “I only read the one in AP Lit where he drives around with his dog, suffering rich-white-man style.”

			West thinks. “Ah, I don’t know that one.”

			Ani looks at the two skeletons they’ve uncovered. Take them out and create something from their bones? Would that violate their death rites? How could it? No one wanted to be in a mass pit.

			A charnel house? Ani hasn’t heard something so interesting in so long that tears veil her eyes.

			“Dig them all up?”

			“Well, we’ll find Jude that way, no doubt. And then this whole bit of earth here? So rich, so much carbon! I bet you’ll grow something in it even in this light.”
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			The shovel lies to the side of the ever-deepening pit.

			West uses his hands. The bones come up in fistfuls. He tosses them onto a canvas tarp. Femurs like beaver sticks, ribs like bits of roots.

			Once full, Ani tugs the tarp away from the pit, emptying the bones into a pile so large the two stop every so often to admire the progress.

			West’s fingers round on a skull. There have been dozens so far. The big skulls of big people, the little skulls of young ones. Those are so thin, soft. Hardly any of them remain uncrushed. He places them on the canvas, eggshell pieces stuck to his palms. He scoops pools of pearly milk teeth and slender finger bones.

			They have been digging a long time. Ani lights torches around the graveyard.

			West wonders if it’s night. Where Emil is and what he’s doing. Ani brings him a jar of water. He can tell she wants to keep going. No rest until Jude.

			West digs and his fingernail bends on something. He jerks his hand back, shakes it hard, begging the nerves to take their time in relaying this pain.

			Ani grimaces. “That looked bad.”

			West’s voice whirls like a teakettle. More tricks to vent the ache before it makes him adrenaline nuts. He slowly remembers that bone doesn’t bend back fingernails. It’s so soft-hard-light, just wonderful to put your hands on.

			He reaches his other hand into the earth, feeling the skull, and its unusual temple.

			“Hey Ani?” West’s voice cracks. “Come on down here.”

			“It’ll kill my back to climb out again.”

			“It’s worth it,” he says, and she knows.

			She slides in. Her hands whip around the soil, pulling up more bones than earth. “Where? Where?”

			He takes her wrist with his good, filthy hand, puts it into the earth that bit him. On his other hand, his hurt fingernail throbs, but how could that matter?

			Ani’s fingers connect with Jude’s skull, and she weeps. She keeps her hand on the bone, in the soil. She holds the spot where she almost lost her love the first time.

			She knows it’s him; he knows it’s her.

			“Jude?” She reaches into the earth and pulls out the skull. It is full of rich black dirt.
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			Jude is in a tree, looking down.

			It is love at first sight. Well, the kind of love that sparks alchemically when a bottom spots the top of their dreams.

			Ani is a stick-and-mud kind of girl in rolled-up jeans, tits out. She’s smoking weed beneath him, back against the trunk. The brazen, drunken party shouts from the nearby beach club draw all but these two.

			Jude lets go.

			Not on purpose, not with thought. One moment Ani sticks a hand in her jeans and moans, and the next, Jude squints at the X-ray of the metal plate in his head. She sits with him. Reads to him. She corrects every single doctor, nurse, and specialist who misgenders him. He begins his recovery the same day he moves in with her.

			Truth told he’d been living in that tree, but that was his choice. He had places to go; he preferred the tree.

			Ani is better than every tree. When schools all over close months before Jude would have finished his senior year, he does not notice because happiness is Ani and Jude. Every day they are fired, seeking. The sex is transcendent. She fucks like a unicorn, strapless, double-ended.

			Every day feels perfect when you are with the right person. Even the later ones when Jude is in the earth, tangled in snoring bones, listening to her talk, fearing she can’t hear him whispering back.

			After time, Jude’s body becomes more than bones. He is food for roots. Starved from the sun, trees desperately suck nutrients out of the heaps of humans.

			Jude is in a tree again, looking down at Ani holding his skull. It is love at every sight.
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			Ani and West kneel in a pit full of mangled bones, marveling at Jude’s skull.

			Karen rides up on a mountain bike like the Wicked Witch of REI. She jumps off and starts screaming incoherently objectionable abhorrence to their behavior.

			West flaps hands over his ears and cowers. From beneath the shelter of his folded arms, he sees Ani gently set down Jude’s skull—and surge at Karen.

			They fight ugly. Ani’s throwing bones.

			“West is staying with me!” Karen swears. “How dare you drag him to a mass grave! Look at how you revert people! You have no respect for the dead!”

			“You have no respect for the living!” Ani screams.

			West’s skin is dirt and so much blood from his fingernail. He does not want to be hosed out again. He begins to shake. And shake. It’s a little like being cold, but it’s also violence. West’s thoughts shake violently. He’s reading The Hobbit aloud with his mom. No, she’s dead in the hallway. His dad shows him how to excavate his old hamster’s tiny bones. West shakes, and he is born bloody, he is dying in the sea. He is born, he is dying. It is making him sick.

			Time is gears, and wheels, and mother-of-pearl inlay, a wood splinter junk pile in his brain that occasionally ticks and even more ominously, dongs.

			It sounds now. West is at an exit point.

			He’s had more than his fair share.

			Karen and Ani stop fighting in order to hold his shoulders. The seizure won’t end. He shakes and feels them pressing on his chest. Trying to breathe for him. He should really breathe on his own. That would be the right thing to do. Please, West?

			He stops shaking.

			Ani puts a dirt-rich hand on his forehead. “The boy is possessed. What the living hell.”

			“He’s beautiful.” Karen rubs his face awake. “He’s a messenger, maybe.” She keeps a hand on his chest, tandem breathes all the way in, all the way out, like she did with Neil when he was small and scared.

			They inhale together, the three of them. They exhale together, the four of them, Jude’s atoms sliding through the bald branches overhead.

			West begs for the water, and Karen and Ani bring him to the inlet, their shoulders under each of his arms. They bathe in the high tide. Ani shows off her stash of loofas and soaps. She strips and washes the earth off her body. West strips and swims out deep.

			Karen undresses down to her undershirt but can go no further.

			“You’re covered in grave dirt, Karen,” Ani taunts. “Probably going to want to wash before you get some disease.”

			Karen screeches and rushes into the thigh-high water at the other end of the inlet. West and Ani don’t watch her bathe, but they’re both pleased that she figures it out.

			Ani brings Jude’s skull into the water next, so bright once clean.

			“You want to know the first thing he ever said to me? ‘Oh no, I love you.’ ” She cradles him to her chest. “He’d just fractured his skull. It was like catching my own fallen angel, except they don’t tell you how hard it is to protect an angel from the world.”

			When Ani looks at West, she sees Jude’s lightning, lonely eyes.

			When Karen returns, re-dressed and damp, Ani delivers her verdict:

			“Your lot declared war on us. Tortured us. You said it was about identity or politics or God, but tell this kid—this last generation of humanity ever—tell him, Karen, that you went after us because we were happier being outcasts than you were being default.”

			Karen wonders if this sort of truth helps anyone. She doubts it. “Your kind shouldn’t have been happy. You weren’t natural…but I see how we might have used your happiness as a…bull’s-eye. It’s indecent to be so happy in front of other people who have made the hard choices to—”

			“Be miserable? Demand others be that way too? That’s no hard choice. That’s the easiest one you can make, you fucking coward!” Ani sprints at Karen, screeching in feral rage.

			This time Karen is fast. She runs down the shore. West imagines her the star of a track team long ago. He sees Karen before her life got put together by her parents and husband like one of her son’s Lego packets.

			Ani’s smoker’s lungs can’t keep up. Karen could vanish into the shrubby, thorned undergrowth, get back to her bike, back to her home with its many safe rooms, but something says no. Don’t run. Face it.

			She turns and grins at Ani. “I’m sorry.”

			“If you’re sorry,” Ani pants, “why are you smiling?”

			“Because this is the most fun I’ve had in ages.”

			“That’s weird, Karen.” Ani sits in the sand. “But you’re a lot easier to deal with when you’re weird.” She places Jude beside her. “And you caught me on a good day. It feels so good to have him back. Thank you, West.”

			Floating out in the water, West whispers, “Welcome.”

			He’s on his back, remembering Emil touching him in this same inlet, looking into his eyes for a long, sweet moment. The cold of the water calms the rest of West’s shock.

			His body feels a bit broken, like time. A gear inside is missing teeth, it’s slipping.
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			Emil latches to the moorings of an aluminum dock. He’s had his eye on this pretty, modern, slightly impossible place for ages. An old kayak crumbles into faded splinters. Emil can’t help getting caught on the things that age furiously and the things that…freeze.

			Like this concrete modern-art architecture cantilevered out over the sea cliff.

			“Mort. Stay.”

			Emil climbs the long, winding stairway up to the house. His heartbeat has an awful habit of being noticeable since West. He puts a hand on his sternum and tries not to weave into the memory of West’s fingers sliding up his sides, tickling.

			Presents. He wants to get West presents. He wants to give West many nice things.

			This is why he’s finally sailed up to this easy score of a vacation palace. He goes to the pantry first and finds Ani’s paprika, as well as stale beans, pastas, and cans of stuff that will most likely not give anyone botulism.

			He finds the bedrooms spare but there are a few nice sweaters to nab and a chain that will look wonderful on West’s chest. He loops it over his head. He’s packing fast.

			He doesn’t smell the corpse.

			Some don’t smell because they’re beyond it or whatnot. The person looks to have died fast, sitting in a rocking chair, looking out the window. This one is dried, condensed. Milky bones and reddish strings of skin and yellow, tumbled hair.

			“Always blond,” Emil murmurs. It had been one thing to grow up on the cape, entrenched in the endless class war of too rich v. too poor, but to find so many blond corpses, fuck.

			In another bedroom, he finds a few nice things that will excite even Karen. Market day will be better than usual, and West will be there.

			Life changes without warning. He trips on a pile of guns in the dark hallway. A closet panel spills an absolute armory. Revealing the story of a survivor who dove for weapons at the last, only to realize the hard way that it wasn’t going to be that kind of doomsday.

			Emil empties everything he’s collected on the velvet couch, breaking things. He repacks the canvas bag from the murder closet.

			There is even a rack of grenades.

			Emil gags on the oil of that rancid metal, a stench he finds and follows in nearly every house. The things that mattered so much that civilization didn’t. The things that people reached for instead of each other. The things the government protected instead of children.

			Emil throws up into the closet, leaving bile on the rifle racks.

			Something inside his body screams to stop, but he’s found more panels, more closets of weapons. He throws a chair through the front window that hangs over the ocean. Glass shatters. He screams back even louder.

			The wind claws into this elite vacation home, finally, tearing at curtains. He sends the weapons out that jagged maw with both hands. He’s out of breath; he can’t stop. He kicks bullets, loses his footing, nearly dropping into the crashing, rocky surf below.

			Something inside his body screams a final, convincing stop.

			He rolls on his back.

			“West.”

			Emil likes the shape of West’s name in his mouth too. He crawls back to his canvas bags. Repacks everything he’s found and heads down to the dock and The Sidereal.

			The dog whines when he smells him.
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			Emil is late to market day; Karen doesn’t notice. He drags his cart up the sandy slope beside Ani’s encampment, sweating and reeking of those damn guns. He could’ve sailed to the lighthouse on the front coast, but he wants to wash with Ani’s good soaps first.

			Instead he walks in on some truly weird shit.

			West, Ani, and Karen are excavating the graveyard. Karen runs a series of cleaning tubs, organizing piles of femurs, jaws, and skulls.

			Mort announces their arrival, yapping and leaping into the pit in order to climb West.

			The two end up in a pile of dog affection as Ani shouts, “Ho! Emil!”

			West climbs up from the pit, covered in dirt and only wearing boxer briefs, which is even more distracting than his last outfit consisting of mesh shorts.

			West’s smile and ears lift like Mort’s at the sight of Emil. Only those brown eyes remain ancient. “Emil, hi. We missed you.”

			Emil takes off his sunglasses and tosses them into the cart. The world is brighter, he smirks at West. “What the hell am I looking at?”

			“We’re making a charnel house.” Karen continues with a lengthy explanation. She herself received no fewer than seven talking-throughs on the subject and how it is good for survivors—all without getting on board. Finally, Ani got her to go back to her mansion and look at her encyclopedias. Once she saw that Christian churches decorated with bones and had many charnel houses, she joined in. Honestly, she took over as site manager.

			Emil rolls with it. He never in a million years imagined he’d find them building a temple of bones. He mostly thought he’d find West strapped into one of Karen’s kitschy caddy outfits, but at least he’s not the only one who needs to clean up.

			He gets Ani’s permission to use her soaps, and the boys go down to the water together.

			Karen and Ani wander after them, exhausted from their bone work. It is tempting to say they are getting along. So tempting. They sit at the edge of the shore.

			Ani smokes her pipe, and Karen bristles compulsive statements about lung health and cancer and considerations for other people. Ani blows smoke in her face. Karen feels like she earned that, but she will never admit it. Ani went to high school with Karen’s eldest daughter, though neither of them have brought her up, not in all the gray days they’ve survived side by side on this tiny isle while everyone else perished.

			Ani puffs a ring. “So what nonsense did you rifle at Duke and Bryony that made them leave so fast?”

			“They probably left because you told them to run from me,” she snaps.

			“Now Karen.” Ani inhales, exhales smoke and the driest wit. “You’ve got to stop sucking. Like right now. It means looking around and realizing that everyone’s life is valid, whether or not you agree, and on that subject, the only opinion anyone wants from you is about yourself. Please do shove the rest of it up your asshole.”

			“No one wants opinions about me. I’m a stupid Karen. I know how people mocked me.”

			“Your kind gave us much to mock. And if you choose to keep lipping me about my favorite vice in whatever karmic hell we’ve landed in, I’ll have no choice but to punch you in your goddamn face.”

			Karen takes off her work boots. She puts her toes in the sand. This feeling hasn’t changed. Toes in cool sand. Her mind eases. “You know, I’ve never been punched in the face.”

			Ani pauses, pauses. “No. Too easy.”

			Karen watches Mort paddle after West and Emil in the water. “You tell me to leave people alone, but you? You cut the ear off that little dog,” she says matter-of-factly.

			“The fuck…” Ani glares at where Mort yaps. “A raven ate his stupid ear. I wasn’t watching him, so maybe it was my fault but not on purpose. Though the fucker deserved it.” Her fingers itch for impact again. “Everyone makes their own choices. If you don’t like my smoke, you can get up and go elsewhere. Like Duke and Bryony.”

			“All I said to them was that I could watch the baby for a few hours every day! I took my kids’ old toys, crib, and clothes out of storage. I set it all up as a gift. I thought it would make them happy! It’s so much easier to raise a baby with three adults. It was just me and the little ones for decades. Bob was getting the practice going internationally. It made the most financial sense for me to be home with them.”

			She’s lapsed into a different time, a different prison. She wakes on identical mornings and does things for people who don’t notice her. Awake and serve. Awake and pay for things. Awake and seek control but never credit. Go up to the lighthouse, and weep.

			Ani puts a hand on her shoulder. “Hey. You’re not there. You’re here. And guess what? There’s no gender left because there is no culture, so there’s no sexism either. You’re free.”

			She repacks her pipe. “Also that nice thing you did for Duke and Bryony would freak anyone out. They’re going to be parents. There are no nurses or midwives or pediatricians. There are a lot of ways childbirth goes wrong. They’re scared. Mammals pull in when they’re scared.”

			“Do you know where they went?”

			Ani thinks this might be the saddest question from Karen yet. “No.”

			She laughs and sobs in one sound. “I guess I got baby crazy. It just felt like hope. Like for one second, I had real hope again.”

			“Well, take a second and look at them, if you want hope.” Ani motions to Emil and West getting into a splash fight straight out of middle school in the waist-high water. “At least we won’t have to worry about childbirth with these two.”

			Karen eyes the flirting bathers. “This is entirely too Roman for me.”

			“Shut up, Karen. You love it.”

			“Call me…Kay. What do you think?”

			Ani lights her pipe and inhales fully twice before leaning back to face her.

			Karen’s face reddens. Her heart swells, pains. She waits for Ani to argue like her daughters. Certainly she isn’t cool enough for a short name. Or it isn’t different enough from Karen and doesn’t count. She doesn’t know what the rules are without her family to track her choices. She waits for one of those controlling reactions that had kept her Karen all along.

			“K-A-Y?” Ani clarifies.

			“Yeah?” Kay wobbles.

			“Got it. I’ll pass it on.” Ani clears her throat, her voice marvelously deep, even if it’s grown so short. She hollers at the bathers with all her might. “Yo! Blue Lagoon, the gay sequel! This one wants to be called Kay now!”

			“What?” Emil hollers, hands cupped around his mouth for projection. “Kay?”

			“Kay!” Ani shouts, then starts coughing a little too hard.

			West squints at the shore, and if he hasn’t gone wildly insane, Ani is getting her back thwapped in a motherly fashion by Kay.

			“Those two have hated each other since before Post. You have a gift.” Emil moves closer, glistening from a sincere amount of scrubbing.

			West’s heart beats hard, his blush shivers. Emil reaches, one arm around West’s waist, and—pop! They startle apart.

			On the shore, Kay’s left cheekbone has met Ani’s right hook. The guys trek to get out of the water and stop this latest skirmish, but Kay and Ani are laughing.

			The women even cheer.
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			In Post, water is the same healing as ever; fire is the same living light.

			West, Emil, Ani, and Kay build a bonfire out of driftwood on the beach beneath the lighthouse. In the dark gray of what is most likely night, the white tower shines, even without its lantern lit. Fire speaks in snaps and crackles, glowing green from the burning salt in the wood.

			They roast crabs West caught with his bare hands, head bobbing in the shallows, fingers darting under small coral shelves. He tells the story of the time his crab line came up with a kid on it.

			Kay stops eating. “Are you lying?”

			West squints. “Lying doesn’t come naturally to me, to be honest.”

			“You caught a feral kid, on an island nearby? How old?”

			“Probably eight? When we don’t eat regularly, it’s hard to gauge age. Look at me, I’m eighteen-ish, but I’m what I always imagined I’d look like at fourteen.” He leans toward Emil, reaches for his face. “Look at this beard. I don’t shave at all. All I have is this.” He takes Emil’s hand and passes his fingers over his fine scruff.

			“Emil’s beard has turned Sunday buffet at the American Legion, if you ask me,” Kay says.

			Ani spit-takes wine across the fire. She laughs so hard she coughs and holds Jude’s skull to her chest. “Okay, that was hilarious, Kay. Even if it runs counter to our discussion about having opinions on other people’s bodies.”

			Kay eats more crab off a s’more stick. “I’m working on it. I’m not a saint, you know. That’s what my husband always said when I caught him lying. ‘I’m not a saint, you know.’ ”

			“What a dick,” Ani breathes, and West and Emil agree.

			Kay wonders if this is what it feels like to have friends who empathize beyond competitive dinner partying and flat bronzed belly displays.

			West tries to ignore how much his fingernail hurts. Jude really bit him. He sucks on it while Ani tells stories about her soulmate, and Emil eats. West is wearing more of Neil’s clothes, but this time Kay let him pick. A soft T-shirt. Some baggy linen shorts, worn in really good.

			Emil notices West’s hurt finger and tries to tug it out of his mouth. West growls, and Mort growls too, head lifting out of a deep slumber. Emil pulls the finger free, and Kay jogs off to get her first-aid kit.

			“The woman immediately turns over a new leaf—yet still thrives on spare purpose,” Ani notes.

			“It’s one of the sapien instincts. Seeking. It’s actually the strongest instinct.”

			Ani squints at West, so does Emil. “I would have picked sex as the strongest.”

			“Sex is one, but sapiens mostly want to…seek.”

			“Seek what?” Emil asks.

			“Anything?” West shrugs. “Everything, maybe. I think that’s how we got into this mess.”

			Ani finishes the bottle of wine and thumps it into the sand. “Jude was seeking. Swore he could hear a puppy barking when we were in lockdown. He snuck out, and I woke up to this asshole in my apartment, reeking of chemical death. We bathed him over and over. And he didn’t die, did he? Little fur trap is not the one who died, did he? Look at him, just sleeping.”

			Ani spits toward the dog, but it doesn’t go anywhere near him. The dog whines. Ani slumps closer on her knees. She holds out her arms, and Mort crawls into them.

			“Fine, you can sleep with Jude and me tonight—but only because these boys need privacy. It won’t become a habit, Mort. I don’t care how manipulatively cute your face is,” Ani whispers into his remaining ear. “Of course I have your favorite treats. I always do.”

			Emil holds West’s hurt finger a little closer. A little higher to dull the throbbing. Kay comes back with the first-aid kit—and some beard-grooming supplies from Bob’s bathroom.

			“All right.” Ani stands. “I’m stumbling home and I’m cuddling my soulmate’s skull and his murderer.” Ani grabs Kay’s shoulder. “You go home. Go to bed. Tomorrow we’ll do market day. Then back to work on the charnel house.”

			“Right,” Kay says.

			The women leave with Mort in tow, and Emil cleans West’s finger by firelight. He has to take the whole nail off; it’s not worth risking infection. He’s unnerved to find that no matter how much he tears and pulls the broken nail, West sits still. Like he’s familiar with a lot of pain.

			“You missed me?” Emil wants to hear it again. He finishes putting gauze around the fingertip and gives the bob of cotton a small kiss.

			“I thought about you, and I thought about you.” West picks up the comb and works it through Emil’s beard.

			His body warms with West so close, hands on his face. “Is it too long?”

			West smiles, nods. He picks up the grooming scissors and begins to shape and shorten the beard. He’d done Captain’s a few times, though this is different. He can’t stop from remembering how his boys liked to shave. Felt like they were always shaving. Heads, faces, chests. Trying to razor away the atoms of death that clung in the murky, metallic air.

			“Hey.” Emil touches his shoulder. “You’re sad.”

			“Remembering.” West closes his eyes. When he opens them, Emil’s are waiting. “I had friends in Boston for a while. We called ourselves the Sperm Whales because we were all bald, scrawny, and pale. Sperm whales can travel in marauding teen-boy pods, did you know?”

			Emil shakes his head. He doesn’t know if he’s happy or scared listening to this. He’s remembering his own pod. They are so long gone his brain aches searching for the connections. “What happened? Or, you don’t have to say.”

			“We made moonshine. I didn’t have any because my stomach hurt. That night was the wildest. Downright Newsies. When I woke up, they were lifeless. All eleven.”

			West still combs Emil’s beard with his fingers. He feels out the last of the long pieces, snips the ragged spots. His sadness melts him toward Emil. Reaching for Emil melts his sadness. He frees Emil’s long, thick hair from its ponytail and runs his good hand through it. He claws gentle fingernails up the contours of Emil’s scalp.

			Emil groans. “West, do you want to sleep here with me tonight? By the fire?”

			“Can we snuggle?” he asks, face cast down, fearing this plea might backfire. “That time with the worms, that was magical. Not because of the worms.”

			Emil chuckles and lies down on his side. He pulls West close, their bodies rounded. West’s back fits against his chest, the sand beneath them warm from the fire. The sea crashes rhythmically, so close, white noise as strong as a pulse.

			“You know why sapiens like the ocean so much?” West yawns. “I found it in one of my dad’s books. The ocean mirrors the feeling of being in the womb. Constant rocking motion and the rushing sound of our mother’s blood all around us, growing us, loving us.”

			“I thought it was because we’re made of water.” Emil pulls West even closer, but he’s limp.

			Dead asleep.
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			Kay transforms Emil’s cart of goods.

			Her living room, with its arched ceilings and spotless windows, presents an array of things for sapiens. When West walks in, Kay asks if there’s anything she can help him find.

			Emil grins at the bounty. It’s taken a long time to collect enough for this general store of sorts. It gives him purpose—although he hopes West hasn’t told Ani and Kay about the guns. He’s never had a chance to explain that particular compulsion.

			West swears he can hear the hum of electricity. He walks to a light switch. He turns it on. The lights flicker dimly.

			“She has a small wind turbine,” Ani says, slurring, paprika under her arm. She’s found Kay’s well-stocked liquor cabinet and is rolling a full glass of amber in hand. “On the airstrip.”

			Kay walks over and takes West’s hand off the switch. “Don’t waste the power on lights. The well pump needs it—but that does mean the toilets are currently flushing.”

			Ani cries in glee and sprints for the nearest bathroom.

			“Seriously, West, what do you need?” Kay asks.

			“Toothbrush,” he admits, lips pulling over his teeth.

			Kay leads him to a section of grooming products and hands over more than the toothbrush, with a particular emphasis on deodorant. West loads up his pockets.

			Emil stands by a section of jewelry. There’s a small iron tree with necklaces and bracelets hanging from its branches. He picks up the long silver chain, the one he’d liked so much for West he’d worn it.

			“That’s beautiful,” West whispers, surprising him.

			Emil unfastens the chain. He pulls out his pocket compass and runs the links through the ring. Then he loops the chain around West’s neck and touches where it falls on his chest. “So you don’t get lost.”

			“This is for me?” West’s tears fall without him moving a single muscle on his face.

			“Yeah.”

			“I’ve never had a Post present.”

			Emil and West spend a few turns of the gears inside their failing bodies staring into each other’s eyes. It’s cheesy to those who haven’t suffered. It’s pure joy to those who have.

			Kay watches them like she’s found her new romantic beach read, although there is business to attend to. She leads West and Emil to the enormous kitchen table, where she unrolls a map of the cape as large as the oak slab countertop. “I want you to have a look at this, West. See if you can tell me where you caught that kid.”

			West stares at the great arm of a peninsula. “I can’t tell…”

			“Here.” Emil takes a marker and circles where their island sits around the lighthouse. He crosses out the bits of land lost. Bays and sea rivers split townships into neighboring islands. When he’s done, only minor pieces of the arm remain.

			“We’re here.” He shows West on the map. “I met you on the yacht about here. Honestly, close by.”

			West takes in the altered landscape. He’d need to look for those toothy pilings again, only visible at low tide. “The land doesn’t look like this anymore. I just can’t…imagine it. If I saw it again, I might know.”

			Kay grabs his hand. “Well, West, it’s your lucky day.”

			They go to the lighthouse. Kay unlocks the door from a large ring of ancient skeleton keys. Ani comes out of the bathroom in time to join, having never been up in the lighthouse either.

			Kay lights a gas lamp and takes them up the winding stair. The concrete base has walls over a meter thick, and the closed space is cold, its air timeless. Pictures of the generations of her family tending the lighthouse illuminate as the lantern passes, and then fade.

			Up at the top, always a larger space than anyone is ready for after the bottleneck stairs, the lantern room glows. The lamp in Kay’s hand hits the Fresnel lens and refracts all over the survivors. A sun blast of rainbows.

			West has wanted to go up in a lighthouse his whole life. He walks the circular room, taking in the floor-to-ceiling windowpanes, square and thick to fight the high winds.

			“Does it still work?” Ani asks, examining the rotating frame of the enormous lenses.

			Kay stares at it. “Yes, but who would we signal?”

			“Maybe Duke and Bryony would see the light and come back?” Emil tries.

			Ani shakes her head at Emil, miming for him to change the subject.

			“There.” West points down below at the jagged, unrecognizable coastline. The three join him at the window. “Out where there are all those rows of pilings. What’s that?”

			“Provincetown,” Kay says. “Or it was.”
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			West sails The Sidereal.

			Truly he stands behind the wheel while Emil orchestrates sails and ropes. He’s like a dancer, the way he turns. West is supposed to watch the sea; he keeps failing. They are moving so fast. It makes his heart trip over itself in its rhythm.

			Kay sits to one side of the boat wearing a life preserver. Mort is tethered to Ani’s belt and yapping on her lap.

			Everyone wants to look for the feral kid. It feels good, being on the water together.

			Emil moves behind West, one hand settles on West’s hip, eyes flicking from sail to shoulders. He thinks of West as his boyfriend in some deeply possessive way. They have not kissed; why does he feel this way? Perhaps it’s these instincts West gives sermons about. Perhaps it’s several: seeking, care, sex, play. West appeals to so many starving pieces of Emil.

			He hasn’t even thought of guns since he woke up with West in his arms, the tide daring to singe the embers of their fire.

			West presses his back into Emil’s chest. “You steer. I’ll stay here.”

			Emil takes the wheel, and West plants his body squarely against Emil’s. The boat takes a little air on a rogue wave and slaps down, rippling through all on board. West and Emil grunt together.

			Ani laughs; Kay hasn’t followed. Decimated pilings line low tide. Raging storms took this place apart, only stonework and shrubbery hold.

			“Watch there! There’s a jagged jetty,” West remembers.

			Emil steers clear, and Kay looks at the long pile of square stones along the ocean bed. “That’s not an old rock jetty. That’s the Pilgrim Monument. It fell a few big storms ago.”

			“Didn’t the Pilgrims land on a rock farther in?” West asks.

			The former residents of Cape Cod swivel at him. “They first landed in Provincetown,” Ani says. “But they got chased away by the people who already fucking lived here, and so they just picked a new rock for colonizing, those goddamn churchy bastards.”

			“So we put a monument to them? Here?” West asks.

			Emil shakes his head, laughs.

			“America!” Ani yells. “Land of—”

			“Who wants wine?” Kay hands off the dark maroon bottle to appease Ani.

			The Sidereal drops sail and anchors close to where West let the yacht drift in while crabbing. Kay takes a look at the water. She’s worn her sailing clothes, and boy, does she look specific. “How do I get ashore?”

			Emil tugs his shirt off. He catches the hem of West’s, and West slips out of it and into the water like Buster Keaton. Emil dives in after him.

			Ani finds the ladder in the back and strips down to her jean shorts. She gets in and shouts a few choice four-letter words at the frigidity of the sea, adding something about her nipples.

			West laughs, dives deeply, and cold zaps his body. Emil swims after him, and when he gets his hands on West’s waist, West twists and wraps his legs around Emil, letting him feel how much he likes this. Skin to skin, so easy. Emil’s hands cup his ass, and they’ve gone beyond some level of intimate. West wants to growl and bite him. Emil wants to make love and wrestle and make love again.

			“You like me?” West smiles at him. “Catch me.”

			Emil charges West, a sweetened darkness in his eyes. West evades, diving deeply, swimming fast. He escapes to the shore, sprints over the sand, running, nearly caught by Emil. He wants to be caught but he’ll wait until it feels right to let him.

			Emil slows. Holds up his hands. “I won’t tackle you. You’re safe.” He plops down in the sand. Ani swims up like a frog. Kay is still pacing on the sailboat. Mort barks at her judgmentally and jumps off by himself, swimming toward the beach and yapping all the way.

			“That dumb dog is braver than you, Kay!” Ani yells. “Come on!”

			Kay holds up a strong middle finger. Emil laughs.

			Ani beams. “Taught her all she knows.”

			West walks backward, taking in the shore, the remains of this place, the shape of his bare feet in the sand. The remains of the city are broken foundations and collapsed chimney brick. How could a kid live here? There couldn’t be food nearby. There must be predators everywhere.

			West walks backward and steps on a jellyfish.
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			Don’t knows time like this:

			The waves come up the sand; the waves go down.

			The waves come up; the waves go down.

			Don’t keeps still in the shelter of his burrow, a cool hole beneath a basement stone. He watches the big ones who come on the tall white boat. The big ones don’t care about the right things. They watch each other. Not the sand. They chase each other like coyotes and yip. They even have a little coyote with an eaten ear.

			One of the big ones walks backward onto the wrong bit of beach.

			Don’t got his toes burned there. They are still red, swollen, ouch. Don’t knows you have to watch the sand. Things bite in the sand and in the water. Bugs too, they bite. The whole world bites, so Don’t bites too.

			“Don’t!” he whispers at the big ones. “Don’t, don’t, don’t!”

			The big one he remembers from the other boat steps backward on the jelly-ouch-don’t and screams and screams and screams.

			Don’t puts his hands over his ears and screams and screams too.
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			“There’s the fucking kid!” Ani shouts, pointing.

			Don’t leaves his burrow with a rock in each fist. He runs at the one who has stopped screaming because he passed out. When the big ones close their eyes, sometimes they don’t open again. And then they smell.

			West wakes, overwhelmed. He is pale and shaking in Emil’s arms. Kay has swum up in her clothes, gripping the first-aid kit from the sailboat.

			“What the fuck do we do?” Ani demands, finding nothing useful in the little tin.

			“Jellyfish are the goddamn worst.” Emil grips him tightly. “He really connected with it.”

			West’s foot is swollen, snaked with bloodred lines. He breathes in and out through his teeth, vibrating in Emil’s strong hold.

			Don’t finds a stick, moving the rest of the creature farther away.

			Then Don’t aims and pees on West’s foot.

			Everyone yells, everyone getting peed on in turn as Don’t flees. The kid runs up the beach and hunkers to growl, slamming little fists against his stringy thighs.

			West sits up. “That helped. A lot. Wow. Kay, weren’t you saying the feral kid would need us? Maybe it’s the other way.”

			“Don’t!” Don’t yells, and pounds a bony chest with a flat stone. “Don’t!”

			Ani squints. “I think he’s mad that he helped, and we yelled at him.”

			“He did help,” Emil points out. He breathes better now too. Seeing West scream like that…It’s too much for him.

			Kay stares at the little one growling and pacing at the top of the beach.

			Ani pats her soaking back. “You got, like, weird heart eyes, Kay. There’s not a great chance we can get that wild fella back with us. None of us are going to force him.”

			West gets up. His foot throbs, but the nerve pain has shorted out most of his receptors. “Let me try. I spent a long time alone. And the way he held on to my crab line and ran toward us, I doubt he wants to remain alone.”

			West limps up the beach and takes his clothes off, greeting the feral kid equally naked. He tries his mom’s old tactic for reaching difficult second graders: monkey see, monkey do. He sits cross-legged in the sand, starts making a tower of flat stones. Don’t watches, entranced, and then comes closer. He drops his favorite fist rocks close to West, to add to the tower.

			“Thank you,” West says, and adds them.

			When the tower teeters, falls, Don’t comes closer to rebuild it even better.

			“Do you remember me?” West asks the little one. Don’t slips into the brush and comes back with the child’s boot. “Yeah, that’s right. That was me. Can you talk?”

			“Don’t,” Don’t says.

			“Is that the only word you remember?”

			“No, no, no.” The kid wags a finger, the parental tone is so perfect that West laughs.

			Don’t laughs too. The grin shows off missing teeth. West holds out bread, but the kid won’t take it.

			“You’re hungry. We can help. Kay packed a picnic. Come on.”

			Don’t scowls at him. “Come on,” Don’t parrots. “Come on!”

			West returns to the big ones. Don’t scuttles the perimeter, sniffing for a trap. At some point, Kay appears to be the most approachable, and the kid climbs her lap and stares deeply into her eyes, nose-to-nose.

			“You know, dogs do that when they’re trying to say they’re in charge,” Ani says.

			“Well, you’re not in charge, mister.” Kay twists the kid and plops the tiny butt in the sand like an unruly toddler. Don’t stays put.

			She spreads jelly on bread she baked herself and shoves it in the kid’s mouth. Don’t croons and croons, worming full-bodily on the sand, mouth open, asking for more. Everyone laughs.

			Kay tries peekaboo with a napkin, and Don’t loves it.

			“If this little one does want to come back with us,” Kay starts. Don’t has gotten sleepy, curling up close to her but not too close. “How do we do this?”

			Ani stares. “Are you asking me? You’re the one who loves kids.”

			“Well, I want to help, but I also want my own damn life. So we’ll all help in teaching this one how to be one of us. But he can live with me.”

			“In the stables?” West asks with a sweet, exhausted tease. He’s so tired, tossed backward and wrapped up in Emil’s long arms.

			“We’ll see, won’t we,” she says. “What if, Ani, you moved in too? You know I have a lot of room. There won’t be…rules. I promise.”

			“I’m not going to lie, a toilet once in a while could change things for me. What about the wine cellar?”

			“It’s literally part of my family’s heritage, that collection. You can’t just drink everything old and beautiful for funsies!”

			“You would rather no one drink them, and they turn to vinegar?”

			Kay purses her lips. “One bottle a day. No more.”

			Ani pulls out Jude. “Well, ask Jude. I’m not coming without my husband.”

			Kay isn’t ready, but Ani puts the skull in the woman’s hands. Kay squawks but eventually just stares at the hardware. “That’s an awful injury.”

			“Nearly killed him.”

			She holds up the skull to look into its eyes. “So small? You know I always assumed you were a lesbian.”

			“That’s because when you assume, you make an ass out of you and me. Jude was assigned female at birth.”

			“Oh.” Kay processes, lowers the bone. “Oh, this world wasn’t very kind to him.”

			Ani takes Jude back. “No. It wasn’t.”

			“Everyone suffers so differently,” Kay wonders aloud.

			“Everyone suffers. Period.” Ani coughs something awful. The feral kid jerks his limbs in his sleep, staying vigilant, used to predators. West’s foot is twice the size it should be, and Emil is head over ass in love. It’s all so messy, and the messier, the more alive they become.

			The more alive, the more Death remembers it missed a few souls out on what used to be Cape Cod. Death loved Provincetown. No one knew how to love Death like those men, the best of their species, in Death’s opinion. They knew how to dance until the end, save the tears for later. Or just cry and dance all at once.

			Death came here to this very beach before the first purge and sipped pink cocktails on a deck that stood on these toothy pilings. Death wore a feather boa and vowed not to come for any of the dancers too soon. Death loved nightclubs, wow.

			Not that there are any of those left.

			Not like the species gave Death a choice.
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			West, Emil, Ani, Kay, and Don’t finish all the food Kay packed. The tide goes out.

			West’s foot is looking much better. He notices a similar red welt on the bottom of Don’t’s foot. West puts his next to Don’t’s.

			Don’t points at both of the injuries. “Don’t. Ouch.”

			“Don’t. Ouch,” West agrees.

			Kay tries to fold up her picnic blanket, but Don’t rolls in it like a puppy. “Be a good boy. Let me fold this. Be a good boy!”

			“Honestly, Kay, you should try good girl. When I worked at the vet, we called all the mammals girl. It’s a much more comforting sound than boy. Boy is actually an aggressive sound to mammals. Watch. Good girrrl,” Ani coos, and both Mort and Don’t wag their tails. Mort’s is furry, stubby. Don’t’s is his whole tiny butt.

			“Good boy,” Kay tries, certain she can make it sound just as good. Mort alerts his remaining ear, and Don’t sits up on heels before her, ready to serve.

			Kay wonders aloud, “Is that what we did to boys? Named them an aggressive sound?”

			“You said it, not me.” Ani puts her pipe away. Emil and Ani swim to the sailboat, readying her to leave.

			“Don’t, tag!” West mimicks the game of chase-and-seek, hopping on one leg.

			“Tag!” Don’t picks up fast. “Tag!”

			“Don’t call him Don’t,” Kay yells at West. “Don’t teach him to chase people!”

			“Don’t, don’t, don’t!” Don’t shouts back at her, waggling that finger.

			Kay tries not to laugh, so West laughs for her. Tag works in getting Don’t to follow him into the water. Once they’re near The Sidereal, Don’t shimmies up the side without needing to be baited. Everything is of interest to this little one, and Emil follows closely as the kid smashes and yanks at anything shiny.

			“What should we call him?” Kay asks, chasing the kid with a life preserver.

			“Don’t,” Emil and West say together.

			“I’m not listening to that.”

			“Let the kid name themself, if they learn to talk,” Ani says.

			“He’ll definitely learn to talk,” Kay affirms. “My Neil was late to speak too, but we got him there. He gave the valedictorian speech for his class, my Neil.”

			West peers at Don’t. “I don’t know. The book on feral kids at my dad’s apartment said they can’t learn language if that section of their brain wasn’t stimulated enough. I was reading because I thought maybe I was becoming a feral kid, but it turns out I was already too old. It was kind of disappointing to find out I was too old to go feral. Don’t might’ve been a toddler when society let go. Wonder what helped. Feral kids are rare. Sapiens are not meant to survive alone.”

			Emil pulls up the anchor. “Say that again, West.”

			“Sapiens are not meant to survive alone.”

			The sail flits, the sailboat bobbing. Don’t has agreed to put the life preserver…on Kay.

			The Sidereal rocks so hard so suddenly that the mast pitches toward the water. Everyone shouts. West is particularly alarmed by Emil’s alarm. They hold on to the wheel together, until the boat rights itself queasily.

			“What was that?” West shouts.

			“Pod. Orcas.” Emil points in every direction. The orcas have surfaced aggressively around the sailboat. One bumps into the side over and over. An absolute threat.

			“What do they want?” Ani asks.

			“Food. They can sink us pretty fast,” Emil admits. “Not trying to make anyone nervous, but they don’t have a whole lot of reason not to eat us. Remember that whales live long lives and are as smart as humans. They remember whaling, pollution…humanity’s greatest hits.”

			An orca knocks a little too hard. The Sidereal creaks awfully. Emil abandons the wheel to grab West, just as Don’t scuttles up the edge of the sailboat—and leaps off the side.

			Kay shouts and nearly jumps in too. Ani holds her back.

			Don’t treads water like a puppy while being nuzzled by two orcas. The big one opens her mouth to give her strangest little baby the fish it likes. Don’t takes it out, rubs her tongue, and chomps the half-masticated tuna, making happy sounds.

			On board, Kay nearly passes out.

			Don’t swims with them, under and over. Sitting on their backs, gnawing the fish.

			The whole time the little one talks, talks, talks in a mooning language that mimics their wide-throated songs. Don’t shares that these big ones have very good yum and tools, and Don’t loves yum and tools and will show them as soon as possible.

			Don’t kisses this family and climbs back into the sailboat, no biggie.

			Kay glares over the edge. The littlest orca returns the glare, lowers her jaw in the water, and spits.

			Don’t wants to sit on Kay’s lap the whole sail back to the lighthouse.
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			Kay and Ani chase Don’t up the stairs. Don’t points, screaming and smiling. He loves everything; he comprehends nothing.

			“Seeking,” West jokes.

			Emil laughs. “You were like that when you saw the lighthouse. I think you got a bit more feral than you give yourself credit for.”

			“You mean because when you met me, I was more comfortable being naked?” West crosses to the other side of the sailboat.

			“You’re not still?”

			West blushes, his voice farther away. “You make that more difficult.”

			Emil shivers, his body more than ready for West. He gets the boat ready to sleep instead.

			He tucks in the sails, and West watches Emil’s hands do things his eyes don’t check on. There is such trust in the way he settles his ship. Even Mort knows where to sit to get a pat while a knot is done or undone.

			“I’m going to teach you all of this,” Emil says, coiling rope.

			West turns to watch a shadow pass deep in the water. Something huge moves beneath this moment. “You think we have that much time?”

			Emil doesn’t hear; the wind rifles his sail.
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			Emil and West cross the dried dirt of the lawn hand in hand. West decides it’s night, and there’s a full moon beyond the gray. Emil gives him a look that means they’re going to kiss. At the perfect moment. Sooner, if possible.

			West can hardly breathe. He props open the human-sized part of the huge stable doors.

			“She seriously makes you sleep in the barn?”

			“At first, but I like this space. And I didn’t want to alarm her. Sometimes I have night terrors. I should warn you…”

			Emil doesn’t mind; it’s the sleeping like the dead that worries him.

			West shows him the cot in the recreation area. Emil shakes his head. “We can sleep on the boat. Bigger bed at least.”

			“How much room do we need?” West gets his hands on Emil’s collar. Over his shoulders, behind his neck. They kiss, lips, hips.

			West barely gets the rush of Emil before everything melts. Darkness ebbs like an algae bloom in the tide, coating everything. Emil shakes him. Says his name loud, louder.

			He finds himself sitting on Emil’s lap, tucked tightly in his arms. “This is nice.”

			“You passed out.”

			“Oh. I’m tired from the sting. Or wearing clothes. Or being in the sun all day.”

			“Being in the sun?” Emil repeats with a small smile. “Nice joke.”

			“Joke?”

			Emil’s mind crashes with worry. He finds everything soft in the stable and makes a nest.

			West falls asleep on his chest, hallucinating about being at the beach, his only visit to the cape, the sun a scorching nineties white heat. The ocean-side waves thrash little West. A seagull steals his chips. He goes home with his first lobster-shell sunburn, and sobbing in aloe, it hurts so much his mom can’t rock him. He’s never imagined his mom wouldn’t be able to rock him. He cries and spits as he promises he’ll never let this happen again, and she smooths his hair from his ear to say, “Hush, habibi. Your life will either be sunburns or no sun.”

			Emil doesn’t fall asleep until long after West stops beading sweat. Every time West cries out for his mom, a hot tear falls from Emil’s eye. Each one leaves him like a sinking battleship. How much anger is still left inside?

			How can he be at war with a humanity that no longer exists?

			Emil wipes West’s face with his shirt, kisses his hair. There’s a rhythm to this fear, beating his chest like each night is their last. There’s a tide to caring for someone.

			So good, so goddamn terrifying.
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			West wakes wanting to be alone, needing water. He slides out of Emil’s arms.

			He feels better; it will not last.

			He feels this so deep.

			Someone left a feather boa on the stable hand’s coatrack. West touches it. Dusty. Soft. He wants to laugh. He wants to enjoy what’s left. He wants to stay a little longer.

			He turns back to Emil and slinks to his knees beside the cot. He kisses Emil across the chest, the stomach. Emil begins to wake, and West runs his hand over his intention.

			Emil groans and slides his hips out of his shorts. West uses his mouth. A little at first, then more and more. Emil is uncircumcised, his head excruciatingly sensitive. West’s tongue knows what to do.

			He’s so thirsty for Emil that when he comes West drinks.
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			Emil takes West shopping. They sail far inland on a river that was once a highway. Every once in a while, the tops of the telephone poles stab upward.

			Anything near water disappears fast. The houses, stores, roads—it doesn’t matter. Swept away. But inland, down cape, as Emil calls it, there are buildings on higher ground.

			Emil sails around the towering stones and hollowed masterpiece of the Barnstable courthouse. Water streams through the second-story windows.

			“Magnificent,” West whispers. “Isn’t decay grand?”

			“How do you stay so positive?”

			West turns those ancient eyes on Emil. “I wouldn’t say it’s a choice.”

			Emil doesn’t know if he’s said something wrong. He’s been wrong about West, in his thoughts certainly. “This morning was incredible. I’m embarrassed to have wondered if you were a virgin.”

			West sits and examines the compass on his necklace. “I am.”

			“Well, you’re skilled at—”

			“It was something I traded, at one point. If that makes sense.” West stands and shrugs, arms held up. “I think maybe I’m supposed to be embarrassed, but I’m not.”

			“I don’t want you to be.”

			“But I am a virgin.” West scowls playfully. “Are you?”

			“Nah, I went to high school, remember?”

			West cackles. It feels so good. They approach a strange jutting island, housing a few streets, a hilltop mall, and its collapsing parking lot. The surrounding channel is deep and swift at the center, the ocean drinking up foundations with an endless thirst.

			Emil docks beside a metal camper, mostly submerged. A line of cars create a bridge to the entrance.

			“You come here sometimes?” West asks.

			Emil nods. “There’s so much left. Feels like time forgot it. Come look. It’s safe.”

			The tops of the cars are rusting out. Red flaky salt water splashes up through the holes. West looks down, into the metal-cage skeletons of car seats. Now housing angry crab colonies.

			Roof to roof, Emil jumps, turns, and catches West before lowering him onto the safest bit of rusting metal possible. Another few cars, and a leap, and West lands hollow-boned as a bird in his arms. Emil’s mom could only convince his imperious father to allow one year of ballet, but this was how damn good it felt. Using his whole body to move with someone in a tandem, feverish way…

			The tide laps tightly at the urban decay, a rhythm Emil could dance to. He gives their final jump a little spin on the broken concrete before the mall doors, landing soundly. He smiles at West, but West is breathing short.

			Emil rubs his back. “Sorry. That car bridge was in better shape last time I crossed it.”

			“It will all be gone so soon.” West gasps, then steadies. “But I love getting to see how impermanent we were. My mom said, ‘It’s a privilege to witness an end.’ ”

			Emil squints. “Your mom was…deep.”

			“Well, she said that after she dropped her favorite mug. We buried the shards in the backyard, a bespoke funeral. She gave a little speech. I made a Popsicle-stick headstone. She’d been with that mug longer than she’d been with my father, which made both of us laugh, but I don’t think we knew why. My parents were happily divorced friends.”

			Emil’s anger sizzles. “My family was a solid-block unit terrified to have feelings in front of one another. We were Catholic statues in a clean granite home. Until, every so often, one of us imploded.”

			West wipes Emil’s tears with his thumbs. “There’s a good thing about them. Name it.”

			“I built The Sidereal with my mom. She was an incredible carpenter.”

			West stares at the boat, tied off to that old camper, on the edge of a new watery abyss. “That is incredible, Emil. Hold that. Let go of the rest. It happened, it’s forever, it’s also done.”

			“What is?”

			“Our lives. I’m not even sure we’re alive. Do you think we might be ghosts? I think I might be. Karen has some dark ideas about the Rapture.” West’s feelings turn, tugging him down. He’s angelically sad, and so close.

			Emil hasn’t ever seen a face so beautiful. “Do you look like your mom?”

			“Yeah, I think.”

			“What was her name?”

			“Alya.” West wipes silent tears with the backs of his hands. “Oh god, she loved retail therapy. And right now, she’d say, ‘Look, there’s no reason we can’t cry and also have fun.’ ”

			Emil takes West inside. The outer mall doors are smashed. The inner ones open with a creaking hinge.

			Blown across the entrance mat, red fall leaves remain since the last trees shed them.

			“I forgot about these.” West picks one up, and it crumbles perfectly in his hand.
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			The mall is a ghost. A specter of time.

			West stands before a head count of gumball machines. Only one is smashed.

			Emil plucks a quarter out of the fractured shell of plastic and hands it to West.

			West enters the profile of George Washington into the candy machine, spins the dial, and takes out his blue gumball prize. They both nearly lose their molars trying to penetrate it, and then West just sucks on it, skipping suddenly, his first sugar rush in ages. He feels wonderful. He takes Emil by the shoulders and gives him the most earnest kiss of his life.

			Emil’s eyebrows go so sweetly high. West leaves blue candy on their lips and takes Emil’s hand, braiding their fingers. West loves Emil’s hands, and he hasn’t even tried them out yet. He spots a bookstore and hauls Emil inside.

			“Need to find something. Give me a few minutes.” West speeds off through rows of dark titles until he’s in literature, thumbing through the Steinbeck shelf. He finds Travels with Charley and pockets it for Ani with a short laugh. There’s no copy of East of Eden, and something hurts inside, but then he bumps into an entire table of Steinbeck.

			Emil turns around the endcap, and they reach for each other like water reaches for water.

			West and Emil enter an outdoor recreational equipment store. There’s a climbing wall, half a sea of bikes. Much of the merchandise is missing, but a lot remains. The kayaks and boats are all gone, which isn’t surprising.

			Emil takes West to the clothes section. They outfit each other. Serious options, silly choices, sexy requests. The leavings fall beneath them, and Emil takes West down on the bed of new clothes, tags poking up everywhere.

			West laughs from beneath Emil. “Hey.” He holds a shirt up to his nose. “New still smells new here. How’s that?”

			Emil smells the shirt. His senses take a long time to route back to something helpful, something true. He’s losing what it felt like to live this way and letting go feels so good. He puts his face into West’s chest, inhales him. His body odor is strong, and it drugs Emil’s senses.

			He frames West with his body. Arms bookending his shoulders, knees hugging hips. “What’s this feeling? I have this urge to cover you with my whole body. What is that?”

			“It’s good, whatever it is.” West kisses him. He peels off a shirt with too many long tags, nearly poking Emil’s eye. They pull down their own shorts and take each other’s underwear off. They touch each other, their hands adventurers. Emil kisses West until his mind singes, burns. They come in each other’s hands, their mouths so fused West’s cry becomes Emil’s intake.

			“Love has got to be an instinct, right?” Emil watches West clean his stomach with a shirt.

			“No,” West admits. “But maybe love is lust and care, a combination of those instincts.” He tosses the balled-up cotton. “Also, play.” He bites Emil’s nipple gently. “I think love is when you can be a creature with someone.”

			He nuzzles Emil, and Emil nuzzles back. They wrestle on this retail battlefield. Their bodies talk and share energy and their heads swim in sea of endorphins and pheromones.

			“Also, fear,” Emil says, pinning West. “I’m scared. You scare me.”

			West pushes Emil on his back, straddles him, curls up on his chest. “I love you too.”
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			They sail a different direction. They ride the great, deep channel that carves a swift tide around the remaining isles of the cape.

			Emil wonders if the bay had ever been calm after all, or if it had been waiting, wanting to reach across to the ocean side all along. His eyes are peeled on their surroundings, for a sign of anything changed.

			An island made up of a hilltop neighborhood appears with only half-destroyed houses, and he gets a good feeling.

			West looks over the edge. Crabs scuttle on the double yellow lines of the pavement deep beneath them. He starts singing “Goodbye Yellow Brick Road” under his breath, and something inside ticks.

			Emil continues to search the area, sailing slowly. “I have this idea, West. Let’s find Bryony and Duke. Bring them back. Imagine Don’t’s face if we add two more—almost three—people to our family.” He never used this word for these people before, but it is true.

			West’s fact about sapiens not surviving alone decides something for Emil. He’d been ready to go down with that deck full of guns the grey hour the yacht sped after him. That’s why Ani kept making him take Mort. She knew he’d bring him back each time. Now he can’t believe he’d been ready to die over his allergies. He’d sneeze forever to spend the rest of Post with West.

			“Duke and I, we didn’t like each other exactly, but we had an understanding. I can convince him that Kay has changed. That we’re building something together now.”

			West says nothing.

			“You don’t think it’s a good idea?” He’s stunned; he assumes West would love to meet more people.

			“I’m just tired.” He’s pale. “It’s a great idea. You think they’ll be around this area?”

			“What I know is, Duke can’t swim, and this is as far as you can go without venturing through some deep water to get inland. These are some of the only structures with roofs left too.”

			“Do you actually think they left because of Kay?”

			“Bryony wasn’t wild about having a baby. Kay and Duke still imagined they might save humankind with her uterus.”

			West shivers. “If I were her, I’d leave too.”

			Death is on the air. Sweet, poisonous. A tide of notice me, stay away.

			Notice me, stay away.

			Emil and West move closer together on the ship. They look for death. It’s big and fresh.

			“Could be a whale,” Emil tries.

			“It’s strong.” West closes his eyes. Follows his nose. Points in the direction of a small redbrick house, mostly intact. There’s a tricycle by the front door with a new bow as if someone placed it there recently.

			The Sidereal scrapes wood on pavement. A bit of the broken street sticks upright, grinding against the starboard side. Emil rushes toward it and separates the boat from the vertical bit of street with his hands. But then surprises West by tossing a few bumpers between them and tying the two masses back together.

			Emil shouts for Duke. For Bryony. Mort goes belowdecks and whines. Emil shuts the hatch and leaps out of the boat, climbing onto broken pavement, scraping his knees. He wants to tell West to stay back, but his throat has closed. The stench is too strong.

			They wade up to the sidewalk, the streaming channel pulling them with each step. They don’t have much time; the tides are unknown in this spot, The Sidereal could be stuck so easily.

			Emil and West don’t want to be stuck here.

			The house sits atop the highest part of the hill, now island, protected by old trees from the worst storms. The trees are long dead, but their skeletons remain a defensive cage.

			They climb a steep driveway that would have been horrible to plow in the winter. Emil’s brain fizzles with useless old memories. Time bombs in his brain. Shoveling to get out of the house, always shoveling…screaming, I’ll just go shovel.

			Emil heads straight into the redbrick house, shouting their names.

			Notice me, stay away.

			West follows his nose to the side yard. Beneath a large dead old-growth oak, he finds the size and shape of a fresh, shallow grave.

			Bryony & Baby is carved into the trunk.

			Emil shouts from inside. His anger sets off alarms, and West cowers, hands over his head. Emil is furious or fighting; West should help. But he can’t move. He wants to lie down with Bryony and Baby. He’s so tired. Too ready.

			He tries to let go of this heaviness, but there is nothing in his hands.

			How did he get on his knees? Did he pass out again?

			“You should dance with him,” the shadow of the dead tree says. “At least one dance.”
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			Emil has never fired a gun.

			He’s thrown thousands, maybe millions into the ocean and rivers. Off bridges and into the massive sinkholes by the remains of the dunes. He’s seen them fired, of course. On all the news channels, triumphed across the media. At demonstrations and funerals and one backyard high school party. American culture reduced to an object of imposed dominance. A tool for rape, theft, and murder. Blood, white, and blue. It always makes him vomit, but in this grey hour, something changes. He picks up the gun on the floor beside Duke’s body, and he fires it.

			He shoots the bloated corpse until the bullets run out.

			He doesn’t know how long he’s been screaming.

			The smell is enough to kill him. Duke’s been dead for days.

			Emil stumbles out of the house, afraid to see West, needing to see him. West walks toward him like there’s light on his shoulders. Because there’s light on his shoulders. The smallest crack opens in the gray. A flash of yellow paints the world with many colors. It’s gone before he knows it’s happened, like lightning in the corner of his eye.

			West takes the gun out of Emil’s hand.

			He didn’t know he was still holding it.

			“Duke’s dead,” Emil says. “I got…angry.”

			West hugs him. Drops the gun in the coral reef skeleton of an old hedge. “I’m okay. You’re okay.”

			“How can that be true?”

			West kisses him.

			“Okay,” Emil murmurs.

			“It’s only instinct, anger.” West wipes at the hot tears leaking down Emil’s cheeks. “I’m sorry about this. It was a beautiful idea to find them.”

			Emil takes West’s hand, tugs him away from this dead place, but they’ve stayed so long the tide has left. The Sidereal is safe but the way out won’t be safely deep enough for some time. Best not to move her.

			“We’re going to be here for a little while,” Emil says, marveling at how getting stuck alone with West for a full tide would have been an incredible proposition earlier.

			“Tell me about the guns,” West asks so simply Emil answers.

			“It’s one of the easiest things we could have fixed. Maybe we couldn’t stop the environment from kicking us out, but we didn’t have to spend our entire lives terrified of each other. So many people in this country didn’t have what they needed. Not healthy food or good water or medicine or education, but guns? They all had fucking guns.”

			West sits, hugs his knees. He rocks. He’s wearing new clothes, and they fit strange. “Our minds are just a muscle. Whatever we do with that muscle, we get better at it. If you think about guns every day, your brain gets extra good at thinking about guns.”

			Emil burns. He wants these thoughts out of his head.

			“There’s good news, ’course. If you want to change you only have to reach for something else, something better. ‘Bad habits aren’t broken; they’re replaced by better ones.’ Another of my Mom-isms.”

			West smiles, his eyes spark with the playful mischief he bounced with when they first met. “Don’t gives me hope. Did you see him with those orcas? They’re so terrifying, and yet they probably brought Don’t fish regularly. Humans hurt orcas so badly, and yet they trust Don’t. They know one sapien isn’t humanity. Poor people. We were supposed to feel bad unless we were entirely good. That’s an impossible standard.”

			Emil can’t stop remembering the cheap adrenaline of pulling the trigger. His hand vibrates from the abrupt, vicious release. “Do you think there was a time, a moment, when we stopped being animals and became this?” He thinks it’s weapons. It must be.

			“Yes,” West says, though he doesn’t know when or what. He might guess the invention of the stock market or the atom bomb or the glass mirror.

			“Do you know what Duke wanted done with his body?” West asks, glancing back at the house. “His death care?”

			“Fire. He wanted fire.” Emil stands, pulls West to his feet. They gather dead wood, slowly build a tower around Duke’s body in the redbrick house.

			West holds a load of brittle driftwood in his arms. “Emil, can I tell you my death care?”

			Emil’s hand tightens around his hatchet, but his voice stays warm. “Of course.”

			“Put me in the water. I want to go out to sea and feed a whole community like whalefall.”

			Emil doesn’t say anything. West holds on to his bravery.

			“I hope I die doing something I love. That’s the best way to go.”

			Emil puts his hatchet away. “How are you so peaceful about this?”

			“Told you, it’s a muscle. Mom used to tell me to go do positivity push-ups.” West can still see the glass of water, still taste it. “I think my mom died doing what she loved. I think she loved caring for me. I know she did. We were close.”

			He takes a deep breath. “My dad died on a dig, also doing what he loved. That’s what I want to think. It brings me peace. Emil, how would you want me to care for your body?”

			Emil has never answered this question before. “Same as you. Whale food.”

			“Whalefall.” West smirks. “It’s pretty majestic, you know.”

			He rubs his eyes, sneezes. “Maybe earth. Bury me and then dig up my bones later like Jude and put them in the charnel house. You can come talk to my skull. Draw a beard on it, that sort of thing.”

			West kisses him. This has been terrifying, but it is over, and West breathes easier—until the wind sends the stench of Duke’s body at them. Emil finds a bottle of nail polish remover from the bathroom cabinets and uses it to start the fire. It rages, the redbrick walls turn into a huge chimney.

			The gray sky swallows the signal. No one nearby—if there were such a thing—would even know something huge is aflame.

			West and Emil watch it burn, intoxicated by the light, the heat. West speaks from a trance. “If you’re still thinking about the guns, the terror is still winning. The only way to move beyond it is to let go of its ability to hurt you. Or to mean something to you.”

			“No more guns,” Emil promises West. “I’m sorry.”

			West puts his palms over Emil’s eyes. Brings his face close. “Let go, Emil,” he whispers to the anger inside his lover. It needs to pace and growl, or it will feel hurt. “Pain isn’t so bad.”
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			Death knows the moment this species took its false turn in its own evolution.

			One day, a sapien likes a bit of wood so much, they use a stone to cut down a tree. Their environment will serve them now. They are done serving their environment.

			“I am master,” they say in grunts, and the clock of extinction comes to life with a great twitching tick.
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			West, Emil, Ani, Kay, and Don’t are at the bottom of the burial pit.

			“It’s like a swimming pool.” Ani leans on her shovel. She’s had to limit her smoking to have enough energy for this work, and she is thankful for it.

			“Not a swimming pool I’d go in,” Kay adds.

			Don’t runs over with clumps of soil in his hands. “This!” he yells, his new word for what. “This!”

			“Grave,” Kay says.

			Ani shakes her head. “Dirt.”

			Don’t looks at Kay and says, “Grave.” He looks at Ani and says, “Dirt.”

			“Guys?” Emil grumbles.

			“Dirt,” Kay agrees.

			“Oh, DIRT!” Don’t runs up the far side and cartwheels down. Runs up, and swirls down. Mort chases and mimics him with great delight.

			West’s fingers reach into the ground and pluck out a patella like a gold coin. He wishes his dad could see what he’s done here. He thinks he can.

			Emil climbs up the edge and begins to push the bone-free, sandy black dirt back in. He reaches for West and lifts him out of the pit not unlike the way he’d plucked him from the ocean. Kay climbs up with Emil’s help. Emil and Kay help Ani without torquing her back. Don’t has turned the far end of the grave pit into a Slip ’N Slide, and it all feels right.

			They pick up shovels and fill the pit. Ani starts singing, and then Kay teaches them all the perks of priming your pipes every Sunday at church. Don’t howls, and Emil watches West.

			“I can grow something hardy in this dirt,” Kay says.

			Ani scoffs. “I highly doubt you’re better at gardening than me.”

			“Okay, a bet. Whoever grows the first edible plant wins. If I win, you have to stop smoking.”

			“And if I win, you have to start.”

			“Oh. You!” Kay scowls at Ani playfully. Ani holds up a smile and right hook.

			“I thought sapiens weren’t making sapiens do things anymore,” Emil interjects. “I’m Team West.” He leans over and kisses West. His lips want more, West’s hands slip up his sides, his back.

			Don’t shoves in between them and makes horrific kissing sounds.

			They break apart laughing.

			The grave fills in swiftly with four shovels and a feral dirt monster. They all stamp it down. Ani and Don’t make a drystone wall out of the Sharpie headstones, creating a raised garden bed out of the once circular pit.

			Kay chases Don’t away from the tall pile of skulls. The bones are in clean heaps. Ani’s architecture is about to begin. She inspects the femurs stacked like Tinkertoys. Her mind grips what she can create from these glorious humans. She will think on each of them while she works. She will remember their rottenness and glory. Their hands and eyes and souls.

			Ani looks up into the trees. They do actually look like they’re slumbering, maybe not dead after all. Maybe bodies like Jude’s really are saving them.

			Jude breathes, releases. Finally. She can hear him, thank the stars.
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			“We should have dances in the charnel house. Kay wants prayers, and we’ll do that, but imagine teaching Don’t to dance. Right?”

			West listens to Emil talk, dazed, happy. He holds Emil’s arm, and they wind dark gray steps to the coastline. The boat is anchored peacefully on calm water. They wade out and climb aboard.

			West is quiet, and Emil isn’t alarmed so much as hungry for him.

			“You feel okay?”

			West nods. “Just a lot of digging.”

			Emil rubs his shoulders. West moans and arches. Emil’s hands are strong, easily manipulating the tension from his body. They towel off, and Emil strips all the way down for once. He stands naked, trying to lean on the mast and then sits on the bench—nope, that doesn’t feel natural either.

			West watches him with bemused certainty. “Nailed it. You’re feral.”

			“How do you do it?”

			“I just like it when my body can breathe.” West kicks his shorts off and works his fingers through his hair. “Dance with me.”

			“To no music?”

			West nods, pulls Emil close. They sway together, to the gentle lap of the surf. He puts his forehead on Emil’s chest, presses him close at the small of his back. They kiss and kiss, and Emil tugs him belowdecks, where things are cramped until they’re on his bed. Emil on his back, he keeps West’s hips over him, soft, slow, slow.

			Their bodies anchor.

			West’s compass swings over Emil’s heart, dancing to their beat.

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

			[image: Care]

		

	
		
			[image: X]

			West dreams about his mom. They are on the couch watching the Downton Christmas episode with its soft snowy proposal, and he tells her all about his new boyfriend.

			He wakes smiling, and the sailboat bobs, the tide coming in, the anchor holding. The water does feel like being in the womb. Anthropology got that right; it got a lot of things right: sleeping with Emil is his new favorite everything. His head floods with the memory of what they did, and he kisses Emil awake. “Again, please?”

			West’s arm tangles in Emil’s hair, and they’re less careful with each other’s bodies, more caring. They want and take; it is a blissful poetry. The tide driving into the sand…

			Emil falls back asleep so hard it makes West proud. He touches Emil’s chest hair for a while, and kisses his heart.

			West is so awake. Sore in the best way. He climbs up on deck. The sky is so light gray it could almost be called clouds. Far beneath the boat, the sandy bottom scuttles with crabs. He thinks of waking Emil up with a bucketful, and he’s near giddy. He finds a crab line, baits it, tosses it in. Voices trip down the beach.

			Ani and Kay carry oyster buckets. Don’t runs with shovels in both hands. Broken hunks of Lego creations bulge in all his pockets. Mort chases the kid, barks. West waves, and they wave back. Even Mort, who uses his tail, and Don’t, who doesn’t think the gesture makes sense.

			West draws his crab line in a little, but it’s hooked on a barnacly cranny at the bottom.

			West takes off his compass. He hangs the necklace on the hook by the wheel and dives off the back. The sea heals him with cold. All over, all at once. He loves this feeling, sinking. Endless blue, body steaming, fighting, releasing.

			He holds his breath and dives deep. His crab line fell between two huge stones. He reaches between them but can’t feel it. He reaches, and one of the stones shifts, pins his wrist so tightly red trickles up.

			All the air leaves West’s lungs in surprise.
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			The wind sings. No lyrics or melody, but a white noise wail.

			Mort barks. Don’t shouts from the beach and alerts Ani, who checks the water for West. He dove in, didn’t he? Maybe he just tossed something in and was already back belowdecks with Emil. My gods, she’d heard those boys from the lighthouse.

			Kay searches the water with her powerful brow furrowed. “West dove in. He didn’t come back up.”

			“Are you sure?” Ani prickles, but Kay is always sure. Mort is still barking, barking. When he starts to whine, Ani and Kay shout for Emil. The wind whips Ani’s scarf into her mouth. Don’t swims out, the tide pushing him back to the sand, shouting his own name and pointing.

			Emil comes up on deck, sneezing and rubbing his eyes.

			Ani yells, “West is in the water!” and he dives in.
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			Death doesn’t like this job.

			Death has little ways of making things better. Long ago, when these sapiens started to get such big heads that childbirth became default fatal, Death started to let the dying see this end however they want to.

			For most, Death becomes mother, and that makes Death like this species more. Death is God a lot, Taylor Swift, and also Beyoncé. There are those whose last synapses greet them with a lost love or a character like Death’s favorite, all the bearded and robed grandfatherly wizards.

			For this one, though, so skinny, so loved, Death is not surprised to become Emil.

			West’s eyes gray, heart slow and slowing. Emil swims toward him and moves the stone. He holds West and kicks up from the bottom, toward a brilliant surface studded with sunlight.
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			Emil can’t move the stone.

			West isn’t moving at all. He’s upside down, suspended from his wrist. An awful peacefulness opens his face like even if the earth lets go, he’s gone.

			Emil screams for Kay and Ani to help and dives back down. The waves are strong, pushing the women back in to the shore. Don’t swims out, but he is not strong enough to move the stone with Emil.

			The tiny kid screams and screams into the water, making such sounds. Thrashing. The orcas come fast for their crying baby. They understand death, and grief, oh, they lose so many of their own to grief. The big mother nudges the stone with her massive body.

			West is released to the tide.

			Emil fights to bring his body back to the gray light, bashed by spinning waves. He drags West onto the beach and breathes for him, and beats his heart, until Ani takes over, and Kay tries too. Don’t weeps loudly while Mort whines, and then Emil has to stop them all because he has to hold West. His body won’t stay this way.

			Emil has to hold him every broken second of before.
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			After West’s lips shade blue, his family takes care of him.

			Kay peels West out of Emil’s arms, closes his eyes, folds his arms.

			Ani uses her scarf to tie his mouth closed. The orcas surface beyond The Sidereal, singing, mourning. They won’t leave.

			Don’t puts a finger on West’s blanched skin. “This,” he says. “Ouch.”

			“This is ouch,” Ani agrees, pulling the little one on her lap. “You’re so smart.”

			Kay combs West’s hair with her fingers. She becomes his mother, and he becomes her Neil, and she knows West and West’s mother wouldn’t mind. She kisses his forehead and washes the blood off his arms. She tells him she loves him. She finds the lumps on his body that mean his time was nearly out, and while this accident hurts, it might also be a gift. She doesn’t tell the others, but it eases her pain.

			“We can bury West by the inlet, by that post he likes so much, and then put his bones in the charnel house.” Ani cries silently. “When they’re ready.”

			Emil shakes his head. “He wants to go to the water.”

			“You’re going to survive this.” Ani grips Don’t.

			“Didn’t you promise me I wouldn’t?”

			“Hush,” Kay says. “Look at West. He’s at peace. He deserves peace. We all do.”

			Ani sings “Sweet Baby James,” and Emil carries West to the water. The wind rails against them, but the tide pulls them out past the breakers too fast. He floats West on his back, nearly over his head, one hand holds up the arc of his love’s spine. He kisses West and swells with so much grief he’s screaming and wishing anything else mattered.

			Light flashes.

			It is so bright, so instant, so gone. It flashes again.

			Emil looks up.

			The lighthouse’s lantern burns, blaring miles out to sea, a beacon to the aliens in space, a last sign of human life, incredible to the goddamn end.

			The biggest orca surfaces next to Emil. She’s old, tired, grand in body. She’s let go of so many loved ones. She puts her mouth on West’s ankle and tugs.

			Emil has a flash of dying while trying to keep orcas from eating the love of his life, and then he’s laughing because West would laugh.

			The orca takes West, out where he can become the sea.

			Emil lets go.
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			Emil’s beard grows over his lips.

			He drops nets in the deep places he never ventured before. The orcas show him the best spots. They help; he pays attention. He feels close to West out here and always brings home enough fresh meat to never go shopping in the dead places again.

			Emil doesn’t sleep, though. On deck The Sidereal, he wears West’s compass, wondering where it points. He’s grown certain he’ll see West again, though he can’t say how.

			West didn’t get a chance to teach him about synchronicity.

			One night, as Emil reads East of Eden aloud to Mort, trying not to wake the gangly teen belowdecks, the gray cracks with a wicked roll of thunder. He calls for Don’t as the fissure spreads, breaks the clogged atmosphere, and reveals a black field of starlight. It lasts long enough for Emil to find the Big Dipper, the North Star.

			He holds the compass up and laughs.

			North is now West.
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			Many tides later, Death comes for the very last human in her temple of bones.

			It’s a beautiful place, Death gasps at such artistry. Bones for walls, ceilings, arches, and columns. Bone doors and windows. Bone peace and bone silence. A tear rises in Death’s eye; it’s almost like this species valued Death’s hard work after all.

			The aliens will sell tickets to see it, no doubt. They’ve been eager for the last ones to go. These few on the old cape surprise Death with their long lives, their white tower of light, and the way they dance whenever the sun, moon, or stars peek out.

			This last one doesn’t know she’s the last. She’s aged gray and quiet. She’s got ravens in the treetops, trained to get her food, and the few hours of sunlight here and there soak into her like water into sand. Her braid trails over her shoulder and dusts the floor.

			Death clears its throat. “Ani?”

			“Jude?” She looks up, dies happy.
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