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For those who dare to cultivate hope

even when a dystopian world is already upon them






AUTHOR’S NOTE


The Bird Tribe is a novel for adults. In it, I depict a possible future and the inspiring stories that nurture us. Because the most deep-rooted hope is honed by suffering, and because oppressive systems demand an honest depiction, this story contains challenging subject matter, including, but not limited to, physical and emotional abuse. Please read this survival narrative when you feel ready to embrace its challenges and celebrate the remarkable tenacity of the human spirit.
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And thus it was that an enslaved people translated themselves into the thing they desired most—ascension. When the soles of their blistered feet rose from the earth, they were the happiest, most implausible people who ever lived.



—A Testament of Faith by Prophet Dregulahmo


In the United States, the Age of Plenty concluded with a bloody sequel to the first Civil War. Soon, survivors began to call this unstable time the Age of Peril—a period marked by global unrest, isolationism, autocratic governments, climate insecurity, pandemics, and racial and ethnic tension. The birth of what colloquially became known as the Disunited States marked the demise of some of the most potent ideals a nation has ever embraced; and though those ideals were often more theoretical than actual, for a while, they fueled the world’s dreams.



—An Abbreviated History of the Disunited States by Maeve Exra


Elders have a sacred obligation to save a future they won’t live to see by making sure the young live to see it.



—Toteppi proverb








PART ONE
THE DISUNITED STATES








1 FLYING AFRICANS


The tall man looked down at the small screen in his hands. Technology used to distract him. Trick him into bypassing the bedlam of his brain. As one of the privileged few in the Homestead Territories with unrestricted access to science and technology, he used to feel a tingle of satisfaction whenever he handled smart little gadgets like this one, almost all of which were imported from the American SuperStates Alliance, Asia, or Europe—places that didn’t conflate progress with heresy. If he’d been younger, he would have run his finger over the gadget’s slick black casing intrigued by its clever design. Not anymore.

The drone they’d captured from the Eastern SuperState was part spy, part assassin, all sneak, its payload lethal enough to blow the old woman to bits and uproot her litter of unnatural trees. The woman stomping around the moonlit clearing in a ratty headscarf may look harmless, but looks could kill you if you took them at face value. Rumor had it she kept striper wolves as guard dogs. Big ones, they said. Big as bison. For all he knew, the bitch could summon a pack of them at will. He’d encountered stripers before, seen them mince men into meat in seconds.

The tall man brought the small screen closer to his face, tromboned it when it became blurry. Reading glasses weren’t something he indulged in, and the eye drops to correct his aging eyes gave him a headache. A vanity, his Mammy Tep used to tell him when he’d say he didn’t need them. He preferred to see it as an act of defiance, a refusal to succumb to the tyranny of age. With his index finger and thumb, he zoomed in.

The surveillance drone they’d sent on ahead revealed the old crone sitting with her back against a tree. The trees in Dimmers Wood were rumored to bear “strange fruit.” Maggoty corpses, people said. Lynched ghouls nested in the strange trees like birds of prey and drove intruders crazy. He’d lynched a fair number of seeds himself, but he wasn’t scared of some guilt trip manufactured by a Tribal witch.

The eyes of his men were upon him, all of them waiting for their commander to tell them what to do next. He could make grown men tiptoe around his mood as if it were a sleeping snarlcat, make them piss themselves with fear. Used to give him a buzz when he did that.

The woman shone a flashlight onto a book and muttered something even the drone’s sensitive mic couldn’t catch. Obviously exasperated, she flung the book aside, leapt to her feet, and moved a short distance away from the canopy of trees. The old witch had three decades on him. How the hell could an octogenarian move like that? The man almost smiled. Perhaps this would turn out to be interesting after all. The witch had tricks up her sleeve. Killed men twice her size with her bare hands. And then there was her army of trees with thorny leaves as red as blood and the lynched ghouls that were said to drop from them. He’d like to see how the bitch pulled off that party trick—see if the maggots were alive and how real the bodies looked.

The night-vision drone offered the man a clear view of the woman as she gazed up into the darkness. Instinctively, although he was still far from where she stood, he flinched. Had she spotted the drone? Didn’t look like it. Could be the old bat was doing what witches do—searching for inauspicious signs in the night sky, gathering eyes of newts and fingers of newborn babes to toss into her bubbling cauldron.

“Double, double toil and trouble,” the man murmured. Didn’t take a genius to understand why Macbeth was banned in the Homestead Territories. An ambitious man’s downfall foretold by a trinity of crones wasn’t a tale the Supreme Council would want told, though tonight the witches’ words seemed prescient. “Baboon’s blood” would be spilled tonight for sure.

He zoomed in more closely. Looked like the old bitch was staring right at him, though he was hidden in pitch darkness half a mile away. Even in the dark, her eyes made him think of lost and found things lumped together. He shook his head to clear it. The tree witch didn’t intimidate him. He could squash her wizened black body like a tick.

He handed the screen to a subordinate.

“Looks like the bitch is alone,” Zyko, his lieutenant, said, unbidden. “A couple of us can take her down easy. Be a walk in the park.”

“You’re a fool, Zyko,” the tall man told him. “You think the witch has avoided capture by being careless? Could be a trap. We’re not taking any chances.”

“How much damage can she do?” Zyko said. “I could do in the bitch with my pinky.”

The look of disdain elicited by his objections chastened him. At once, Zyko turned to the men and ordered them to split into two columns. They’d approach their target in a pincer move, he said, and come together in a line as they neared the clearing. A few men would sprint to the far side of the clearing to block her retreat. “We can’t take chances with this one,” Zyko said.

The commander positioned himself at the head of one of the columns and tried not to think about the things the witch’s eyes had conjured up. Double, double toil and trouble. Too much lost, too little found. He didn’t feel like a zombie tonight. He felt alive—almost. His heart, which hadn’t raced since he’d witnessed the Miracle in the Dream Coop, raced again now.

Someone had to be found so that someone else would not be lost.

If god could be a man—hell, even if he couldn’t—the commander of the most ruthless forces in the Disunited States was determined to play god tonight.



If stories were confined to facts alone, no one would believe them, Man Cryday thought.

The old woman returned to where she’d been sitting, retrieved her brother’s notebook, and trained her flashlight onto his familiar handwriting. Sitting on the good earth at midnight, surrounded by her tribe of remarkable trees—hermaphroditic hybrids with blood-red leaves and curlicued trunks—she made a silent appeal to these Wardens of Slow Things to give her patience. As it did when he was alive, her brother’s naïve optimism was grating on her last nerve.

The older Man Cryday got, the more she understood how necessary it was to bestow a viable world upon the young. Not just for Ji-ji, and Afarra, and even Tiro, the three her brother had asked her to protect. (Foolishly in Tiro’s case, she thought, Flight Boy is a lost cause.) An irascible old woman incapable of loving youth unconditionally like her brother did, she had nevertheless devoted much of her life to the young, guided by the Toteppi creed she lived by:


Elders have a sacred obligation to save a future they won’t live to see by making sure the young live to see it.



Inside the memorial wood to the lynched in The Margins, a lawless region where Bounty Boys snatched runaway seeds for profit and Clan militias held sway over land they’d severed from the once-United States, the woman they called the Gardener of Tears opened her brother’s Testament of Faith again and wished he’d had the common courtesy not to leave her a gift he knew would irritate the hell out of her.

The thick, dog-eared notebook had been left to her by Prophet Dregulahmo, whose dreams grew so large his head exploded—a tasteless joke her brother would have found amusing. “Dreams did not kill me, sister,” she imagined him saying, his white, bushy hair haloed around his head. “A White man’s fear of them was the culprit.”

In his book of earnest prose, her brother described how the Middle Passengers were thrust into this New World centuries ago. He’d co-opted the oppressors’ botanical classification of the enslaved, calling the Middle Passengers kidnapped from Cradle-Africa the “First Seeds.” The term infuriated her. Too clever by half. The Botanical Reclassification System made apartheid look like a gesture of goodwill. Why redeploy a term as noxious as seeds, which stripped people of their rights as humans and turned them into produce to be plowed and harvested. She shook her head as she read what he’d written:


The enslaved in this First Wave of Enslavement whispered to each other of flight away from subjugation, of a dream that refused to die.



A part of her wanted to believe his rosy assessment of the potency of dreams. He was the first man in her life, after all, to believe in her. Used to call her formidable. She liked to think she was formidable still. Those who assumed she was past her prime frequently regretted it. Long ago, she’d decided her prime number was eighty-nine, which meant she was a good three or four years away from her peak.

And now, after a life distended by loss, outrage energized her. Outrage aimed at steader secessionists with their obscene plantings; outrage at the gullible liberalism of the Friends of Freedom in the Eastern SuperState, who dreamed about converting the enemy; and outrage at Dregulahmo for going back on his promise to escape from that hellish planting. For the sake of their empty-headed great-nephew, her brother had traipsed back into captivity to face a death sentence. Man Cryday spat on the ground in disgust. The furious gesture dislodged the batik head-tie covering her short white hair. Instinctively, she reached up and straightened it.

After Ji-ji’s suicide attempt in D.C. when she’d been called to tend her, Man Cryday had studied the girl’s wings, marveled at their massive size and inexplicable lack of weight. Their mathematical elegance had thrown her, so she’d resorted to medical jargon for fear the girl would be intimidated by the wondrousness of her own body.

“More and more, brother,” Man Cryday murmured softly, “I suspect those Unknowables on Ji-ji’s back are not simply a throwback to an ancient tribe. Science suggests they were genetically engineered, enhanced with technology more advanced than we’ve ever seen. The Wingchild keeps me off-balance. As you know, brother, I am not good at off-balance. After Ji-ji’s suicide attempt, I bullied her back into this world, yes? If you have to butcher someone to save her, the harm you do … the harm I did to Charra, the elder sister. And now Charra is dead and the younger sister is in peril, while the tree witch stews in her bitter-leaf soup of regret.”

She smacked the book shut. “Why leave this Testament to me, eh? You think I want your hand-me-down dreams to pass onto other gullible souls? What kind of prophet walks into a trap with his necklace of Seeing Eyes wide open?” She was daring him to appear. Dimmer ghosts took offense at the drop of a hat. Maybe her insults would raise him from the dead.

She scanned the wood, but Dregulahmo-Dim did not materialize. Of course he didn’t. Why would she think herself capable of communicating with him when her belief in the afterlife was intermittent at best? She had to admit it made sense for him to leave his necklace of Seeing Eyes to the little Ant Whisperer and not her.

Without consciously intending to do so, Man Cryday opened her brother’s ragged notebook again. Frenzied scribbles in the margins, indecipherable footnotes. The most persistent dreams are the ones that nightmare themselves into being, he asserted, before invoking the Toteppi Origin Story and proverbs she’d grown up with. The sentiments echoed his Death Day sermon, the speech that had become a clarion call for everyone who dreamed of a Reunited States and the abolition of the botanical system. One thing was indisputable: her brother had loved everyone—Black, Brown, White, old and young, reunionist and secessionist, seed and steader. Man Cryday did not. Love was too precious to squander.

She snorted with irritation. Dregulahmo may not have left her his Eyes, but he had left her his wagging tongue. He knew she would be unable to resist the temptation to read his Testament eventually. She shook her head and returned to his scribble.

The tales in this section of his Testament were familiar: old stories handed down by Middle Passengers, interspersed with new ones Dregulahmo the Storykeeper wove out of whole cloth. In one, a man named Elijah “up and flew” off a nineteenth-century plantation and zipped back to the Cradle. Snatched a woman’s head-tie on the way up—a detail designed to function as evidence. In another, a female Middle Passenger blasted off from captivity like a promise held for so long the pressure turned her body into a rocket. Man Cryday pictured the poor woman shrieking her invocations to a god whose deliverance horrified her. Then came stories of entire Black and Brown flocks rising together. Dregulahmo had gathered them from multiple sources—stories, poems, slave narratives, other testimonies, his own dreams. In one, enslaved seeds rose from a cotton field. (Or was it tobacco? She had just read the damn passage and she had forgotten it already.) According to Dreg, the whole flock flew off “in a congregation of desire.” He argued against the interpretation of flight as a metaphor for death or suicide. Flight is our why and our wherefore, he wrote. It is not a metaphor. It is quintessentially who we are.

Her brother’s zealous dreaming did nothing to change one undeniable fact: two years after Ji-ji’s miraculous maiden flight in the Dream Coop, when she’d revealed her wings to the world, the dream of Freedom had stalled. Man Cryday, a gifted manipulator herself, had to admire the rapidity with which the Territories’ Supreme Council released doctored footage “proving” Ji-ji’s amazing flight in front of tens of thousands of spectators was a cheap trick. Many believed this lie; others vowed to exterminate the “winged abomination.” The Supreme Council encouraged both interpretations. What chance did a dead wizard’s tales have to topple such bald-faced lies?

With a sharp intake of breath, Man Cryday read the next account. What was this? Her brother had leapt through centuries. Moved from the history of a nation to her history—to the era that soon became known as the Age of Peril, a time when they were both young. He had violated her privacy! Unsteadily, she read his words.


They called him DimDim Man, for though he had been imported from the Cradle like the others, he was as pale and ghostly as the moon. Few loved DimDim Man when first they saw him. But if they took the time to look at him more closely, the wise ones saw him as he was and loved him for it.

No one loved DimDim more than a girl, savagely uprooted from her home. When she was not planning her escape, the girl counted herself lucky because some of her family had made the journey with her on the transport plane. They counted themselves lucky, too, because this firegirl, whose outrage could not be extinguished, kept them honest.



Man Cryday stared at the page. DimDim Man, an albino, whose white-lashed eyes still appeared in her dreams, had been her only true man-love. Her brother must have written this story not only for her but also for the albino outcasts on the lowest rung of the steaders’ Great Ladder.

Truth smacked her in the face. Her brother had not left her his Testament to punish her. Like Dimmers Wood, his stories were meant to transform agonizing history into memorial. She forced herself to look back down at the page.

Unlike the other Flying Africans in these retold tales, when DimDim Man took flight, her brother wrote, he was already dead. Yet it wasn’t the young man’s spirit that rose in the night, it was his entire body, calamitous with suffering. Dregulahmo described how DimDim gathered himself up “like a new idea” and rose in full view of the firegirl. He described the unfurling of his magnificent wings in vivid detail. Like twin cyclones, they spanned the field from which he rose. The wings sang to the witness below—to her, the firegirl—in a chorus of whirring alleluias. The firegirl watched as her lover flew across the white eye of the moon and the yellow eye of the sun, his dark silhouette a promise fulfilled. And then the risen Man, burned dark as coal, turned east and flew a way home. “If only…” Man Cryday murmured, and laid the book on the ground.

Her brother had lied. DimDim’s death had been … no words could say how brutal it had been. No chorus of alleluias could tenderize it. She and DimDim Man had been insane with love. Only Dregulahmo and one other knew that the name she’d chosen for herself wasn’t a subversion of Man Friday, the willing slave in Robinson Crusoe, it was a tribute to the man she loved, the forest she moved inside.

She and DimDim held nothing back from their lovemaking. Seeds called it Purple Passion, a term reserved for a love so intense it tears the parties to shreds if it ends abruptly. In the short months they had together, Man Cryday knew the bliss of the albino’s hands and the unbearable tenderness of his voice. She knew the beautiful white fuzz of his colorless hair, and the pain of his easy-to-blister skin.

Limbs locked, pelvises thrusting, his mouth sucking on her nipples, his excited tongue flicking in and out between her thighs—up and in, around and around her swollen bulb of ecstasy. He sex-kissed her, she sex-kissed him. There was nothing about him she didn’t want to taste, their gluttonous lovemaking so reckless others shooed them away from the seed quarters. Even then, they couldn’t stop enjoying each other, stopping to suck on mouth and tit, fingers and neck, fearful they would drop down dead with desire, knowing they wouldn’t stop before the climax even if a planting overseer came upon them. Their passion unhinged them from the terror of their circumstance.

Every single time they made love, he would send her hurtling off into a pulsing frenzy, her skin prickly with the touch of him, her resurrected clitoris beating like wings, her s sounds lisps of passion on account of the blood-rush in her head. DimDim’s delight when she climaxed was as profound as hers—his naughty, gap-toothed smile as he looked up from between her legs, as if satisfying her was a sacred task the devil had given him.

Soon after the steaders lynched DimDim for entertainment, she lost their wombling. She wrapped their son in his father’s threadbare pants, the only thing the steaders let her keep of him. Under the cover of night, she carried her deadborn wombling into the fields where she and DimDim Man had made love. There, she buried him. If it hadn’t been for the intensity of her loss, she may not have run. Terror should have held her in; instead, outrage ripened her.

Her choice: run or die.

So she did what Black women have done throughout history and alchemized her suffering into fuel. She ran—in a straight line mostly—all the way north.

Though Dregulahmo helped her escape, he’d refused to run himself. His path was here in the Homestead Territories, he said, among God’s good seeds. “Huh! You think all seeds are good, brother?” she railed. “Some of our good people tormented DimDim as much as steaders did, made his life a living hell. I would kill everyone in this shithole country who hurt him if I had the strength to do it—seed and steader alike.” Her brother had counseled forbearance, but even then, she’d known that was his path, not hers.

A few years later, returning from a raid of a planting in the south, she’d stumbled upon her tribe of unidentifiable, scarlet-leafed trees in a wild region set aside for lepers, Janglers, Ebolans, and other stricken outcasts. Their one-of-a-kind species and remarkable rate of growth defied logic; she’d never seen anything like them. The trees called to her, but the refuge she found among them was temporary. She forced herself to abandon her adopted tribe and embarked on the training she needed to become a healer—something DimDim Man had told her she had a gift for after she’d tended to the frequent injuries inflicted on him on the planting. Following the completion of her training, she returned to the wild Margins for good.

Dimmers Wood and the nearby hideout of Memoria, accessible only through a complex network of caves, became the only place in the Disunited States where she felt at peace. When Ji-ji mistook her for a tree—brown, gnarled, old as dirt—she had taken it as a compliment.

She had tended the trees in the elegiac wood for years, many from sapling to maturity—tended them for so long she resembled them. A herbalist, she’d found ingenious ways to engender hallucinations in the minds of unwelcome trespassers—Bounty Boys and pickers mostly. It was her idea to locate the hideout in the heart of enemy territory in a place used as a holding site for diseased seeds and outcasts; her idea to jerry-rig fake corpses from trees and bury others that they triggered to spring up from the grave—designs the engineers among her growing band of reunionist followers perfected.

Man Cryday took up the Testament one more time and turned to the end of the Flying Africans section. In the tradition of the Reverend-Dreamer King, who’d marched on Washington before it became known to so-called botanicals as Dream City, Dregulahmo ended on a high note of poetry and didacticism:


And thus it was that an enslaved people translated themselves into the thing they desired most—ascension. When the soles of their blistered feet rose from the earth, they were the happiest, most implausible people who ever lived.



Man Cryday still couldn’t bring herself to see the world the way her brother did. “Place too much faith in faith,” she used to tell him, “and you wind up among the faithful dead.”

She laid the book aside and rose. It was late. She should get back before her followers came looking for her. She was about to pick the book up to peruse again later when she spotted figures heading in her direction through the dark. Her followers must have ventured out from Memoria to find her. No, not her followers. Her brother returned to her as a Dimmer, accompanied by the tribe of the dead? No, not him or his Dimmer tribe. These men were alive.

Man Cryday swore under her breath and moved deeper into the shadows. The men, still some distance away, couldn’t have spotted her yet. She peered out from behind a tree. The bearded man who led them strode forward as if the land around him ought to cower. So, they had sent him to kill her. Had some part of her sensed danger? Was that why she’d been drawn to Dimmers Wood? Or maybe the trees sensed it, knew somehow she’d want to steer these men away from Memoria? This was how she would die then, among her beloved tribe of trees. These savages would never find their way to Memoria. Even if they did, the stripers would tear them to pieces. The tree witch waited as patiently as a tree for the gang to reach her. Whatever they did to her she hoped it would be quick and quiet so her followers would not come running. Difficult to wait patiently for an assault but not the hardest thing she’d ever done. She stood in the gloom, half expecting the fake corpses to come to her aid if the intruders stepped on the triggers. Perhaps the fake cadavers would sense the incursion and drop from tree limbs on their own, or scratch their way out from burial like Dregulahmo’s promised army of the dead. Who was she kidding? Her phony dead could not save her ass. Not a chance.

The steaders marched toward her. Axes, guns … something else? What are those things they carry? The hunters knew where to step to avoid the triggers and traps. Had someone betrayed them? If she were a Flying African, she would levitate like the Wingchild and watch their astonished faces as she zipped off into the night sky! Don’t be ridiculous, woman. These bastards would pick you off like a pigeon! And just like that her fanciful flight flickered out.

The tree witch stood on the firm earth next to her tall friends. With any luck, if the savages left her body behind, her followers would lay her to rest here, among her beloved tribe of trees. Another unlikely turn of events. Her attackers would need proof of their victory. A trophy. Her head probably. Instinctively, she raised her hand to her neck. What would severance feel like? She would Dimmer the whole lot of them if they took her head! Age seasoned her fear with fury. “Enough,” she murmured to the trees. “No point waiting around for the inevitable.”

When the Gardener of Tears strode out from the trees’ protection, the thugs yelled in surprise and raised their weapons. The present merged with the past and the future. She was Here; she was Now; she was Then. I sound like a tree, she thought. She felt an overwhelming kinship with her brother, who’d heard the savage cries at the end and yet sacrificed himself for an idea. A dreamer, yes. But also a warrior. How could she forget that?

One of the savages rushed forward and raised his axe to fell her. Everything moved slowly, as if Dimmers Wood were underwater and Time had decided at last to take his time. A second before the savage cleaved her in two, their leader hurled him into a tree. He smashed up against it and fell to the ground. No one bothered to find out if he was dead or alive. The bastard who’d saved her life nodded at her in recognition.

Steaders called him the Twelfth, but she knew him as Arundale Lotter, Ji-ji’s father-man, Silapu’s fathermate, Cropmaster of Planting 437, and Grand Inquisitor Fightgood Worthy’s right-hand man. Bastard is taller than I remember, she thought. Or have I shrunk? Out loud she shouted, “Do what you came to do, boys! Get it over with.”

Though he didn’t smile, Lotter seemed to find her use of the term boys amusing.

“What’s the big hurry, dusky?” said a bull of a man in a stiff-brimmed hat that kept his eyes a secret. “You got somewhere to get to on your broomstick? Cos if not, the Twelfth’s got a chore for you, bitch-witch.”

“Shut up, Zykovitch,” Lotter ordered. The man clamped his mouth shut.

And now Man Cryday knew they had no intention of killing her before they got something from her first. Lotter took her by the arm and dragged her away from the others. He nodded to Zykovitch to follow.

“You are barking up the wrong tree, One-Twelfth-of-a-Man,” she said. She gave him one of her old-person’s cheeky, gap-toothed smiles. “She’s not here.”

Arundale Lotter spoke too softly for anyone except her and Zykovitch to hear. “We know your protégé isn’t here. She’s in a safehouse in the Berkshires.” He paused to savor her distress. “Thought that would get your attention. We’ve been spying on her with our own Seeing Eyes.”

He touched the screen he held in his hand and a small, copter-like drone, as noiseless as a butterfly, flew down to land on his hand like a homing pigeon. “Stole these from the E.S.S. so we could see into the future almost as well as Wizard Dreg.” He held the drone out to her. “Those eyeballs on your brother’s necklace can’t hold a candle to the cameras on these beauties.”

So the bastard knows we’re siblings. What else does he know?

“His Seeing Eyes didn’t save him in the end, of course. I ask you, Mizz Man, what good is a prophet-wizard who doesn’t foresee he’s about to have his head blown off? For that matter, what good is a witch who can’t trouble and bubble her way out of an ambush?” He tried to show her the screen again. “Here, take a look. Our drone eyes are more reliable. No cataracts, no blinking. They’ve been spying on the safehouse. On you. For days.” Lotter leaned in. She got a whiff of his famous cologne. “I’d hoped to salvage my Muleseed, but her exhibitionism in the Dream Coop forced my hand. By tomorrow night, she’ll be dead.”

For the first time, Man Cryday was afraid. Man Cryday loved both Ji-ji and Afarra as much as she would have loved her own grandchildren, if she’d had any. They were young women now, but they could never withstand an attack coordinated by a man as ruthless as Lotter.

“You are lying.”

“I never lie unless it affords me an advantage. It’s not about Jellybean, Mizz Man. It’s about…” He let go of her arm and pulled back. “I need your help.”

“Huh! You think I will help you, motherfucker?”

“Tut, tut, Mizz Man. I would whip you bloody if you spoke like that on my planting. Lop off your tongue if you persisted. You’ll help us, Sarah Hudsonseedmate.”

The name whipped her quiet. No one had uttered her planting name in more than sixty years. Long ago, she’d tattooed over the scar on her ankle that used to be encircled by Fleck Hudson’s copper seedmate band. A flicker of triumph in Lotter’s eyes told her he knew he had touched a nerve. She wondered if she had enough time to bite off his perfectly sculpted nose before his thugs could stop her. On two occasions in fights with steaders, she’d bitten off body parts—a rubbery earlobe in one case, half a grubby index finger in another. A nose would take perseverance. She’d avoid the bony bridge, but the cartilage would be tough. Could the golden peacock survive without his good looks?

Suspecting danger, Lotter took a step back. They heard it then. Gunfire! Explosions! Memoria! Under attack! Man Cryday lunged at Lotter’s eyes.

Zykovitch grabbed hold of her right arm and nearly yanked it out of its socket. Before she could recover, the thug punched her in the face.

Arundale Lotter fixed his eyes on Man Cryday as he issued his next command. “Set fire to the trees! Raze this place to the ground!”

“NO!” Man Cryday struggled to Free herself from Zykovitch’s grasp.

With a raised hand, Lotter indicated he had something to add. It was the hand he’d slammed into the glass partition when he’d witnessed Ji-ji’s flight in the Dream Coop. Two of his fingers bent to one side at the knuckles. He reminded his thugs to be careful. “Don’t want to barbecue ourselves.” He saw Man Cryday looking at his fingers and quickly lowered his hand.

The gang scattered like roaches.

In a matter of seconds, a welcome rain! The Gardener of Tears chose to believe that this tribe of ancient trees had sensed the danger. Lotter’s lemmings, who carried what she now recognized as propane fire starters into the sacred wood, looked bewildered. One young thug called over to his buddy. “How we meant to set fire to this shit? It’s wet as a slut’s—”

Lotter tore over to him, snatched the fire starter, and wrapped his hands around the kid’s neck. As rain swelled into a downpour, Lotter shoved the boy up against a tree.

“I gave you an order, Rinley. RAZE THIS SHIT TO THE GROUND!”

Dimmers Wood is getting to him, Man Cryday thought.

Desperate to placate their leader, the men tried to set the trees alight. Even with the aid of the propane starters, nothing caught in the dampness. One man hacked at a tree with his axe. A corpse shuddered down on a lynch rope and knocked him off his feet. Lotter sprinted over to where the corpse swung and shone a flashlight onto it. “Bet this beauty surprises the Bounty Boys and pickers,” he said. He plucked a maggot from the dummy’s eye socket. “Hmm. Maggots’re real. What do you stuff it with to attract ’em? Meat?”

Zykovitch prodded her in the back, but Man Cryday refused to answer.

Lotter pried himself away from the dummy. “Forget about the trees,” he commanded. “Nothing’s gonna catch in rain like this.” He ordered several of his men to join the fight at the hideout; the rest he ordered to accompany him back to the trucks. “Bring the witch, Zykovitch,” he added, then giggled like a child at the rhyme.

Abruptly, he stopped laughing. “Hey, witch!” he called, turning to Man Cryday. “This wood got hallucinogenic properties? Yeah, sure it does. Clever. Watch out for Zykovitch. We call him Psycho. Zyko the Psycho. Christened him myself.” Lotter giggled again.

He’d guessed right. For now, he and most of his men were high. But Man Cryday knew it wouldn’t last, not in a downpour. As soon as they exited the wood they would sober up. Linger here a while longer, assholes. You will not be laughing when the stripers find us. Yet she knew none of her striper companions would come to her rescue. They had all been slaughtered. The bastards couldn’t have attacked Memoria otherwise.

Just before Psycho cuffed her hands and thrust a smelly hood over her head, Man Cryday saw Lotter attempt to pick up the soggy notebook. Under the wood’s influence, he missed. He tried again and succeeded this time. He tucked Dregulahmo’s Testament of Faith under his arm. The worst place in the world it could possibly be.

Psycho hoisted her over his shoulder and began to jog. With each pounding step, her injured face throbbed. She focused on her one source of comfort: her tribe of trees had not been burned to ash tonight. Something these savages had tried to destroy remained. Soon, she heard the sound of approaching vehicles. Trucks. Big-wheeled and military. Minutes later, sopping wet and bleeding, the Gardener of Tears shivered in the back of a stinking truck—hooded, her hands cuffed in front of her. She sniffed hard, then regretted it as pain coursed through her nasal passages. She spat out blood and part of a tooth.

“Ji-ji!” she whispered, “the enemy has found you! Fly away! You hear me, girl? Lotter’s hunters are coming to kill you! Take Afarra, if you have the strength to carry her, and fly away!”

As the belching convoy snaked through The Margins, the Gardener of Tears consoled herself with the notion that her tribe of trees heard her.

A fact she feared could be fiction.






2 THE WHEEL OF MISFORTUNE


Under the stinking hood her kidnappers had jammed onto her head, Man Cryday heard bells clang seven times to mark the hour. The mournful notes sifted down through the muggy fall air like curses. This was the only confirmation she needed that Arundale Lotter and his thugs had transported her to the place she swore she would never set foot in again—the Father-City of Armistice, the beating heart of darkness in the Homestead Territories.

Decades ago, on an abortive raid, she’d heard these bells for the first time. And now she was back as a cuffed and hooded prisoner. All her followers—her friends—massacred!

Man Cryday turned her thoughts outward and forced herself to picture the city she couldn’t see. The bell tower, a replica of a Venetian campanile, was the most iconic structure in the steaders’ Territorial capital. Its twelve Disciple Bells had been rung by twelve Holy Handmaidens ever since Founding Father Swinburne Augustus decreed that the bells should toll on the hour from five AM till midnight. The Holy Handmaidens were chosen by the Diviner, one of the few females in the Territories permitted to wield power. They lived in seclusion in the gloomy tower. Man Cryday thought she detected a hint of rebellion in the clanging bells.

Abruptly, the hoodlums on either side of her hoisted her off the ground by her underarms and jogged forward like brutish centaurs. Man Cryday shrieked in pain from the injuries Zykovitch, the brute on her right, had inflicted. Zyko cussed her out, but his fellow thug warned him her wrists could snap if they didn’t loosen the cuffs. Begrudgingly, Zyko adjusted them.

They hoisted her between them again. The cuffs dug into her wrists, and the pain in her shoulder nearly made her black out. Blood had crusted around her swollen mouth; the hole left by the dislodged tooth ached, and the jagged edge of the broken tooth next to it sang with pain. Her kidnappers wore cheap knocks-offs of Dark Essenceial, Lotter’s favorite cologne. The stench bullied its way through the hood.

Despair blasted her. Musa, Kofi, Drol, Muckmock, and the rest of her followers, slaughtered! But with only a few hours before the Wingchild and the Whisperer would be slaughtered too, she refused to succumb to despair. From the cacophony around them and how far they seemed to be from the tolling bells, they must have entered the city through its towering West Gate near the Arch of Repentance—one of many monstrosities in what steaders liked to call the City for the Ages on the Great Lake. But Armistice had never been a City for the Ages, nor was it located beside a great lake. Instead—though you’d never know it from most of the official maps of the Disunited States—the Territorial capital was located northeast of the abandoned city of Gary, at an inconvenient distance from the great lake it yearned to butt up against. Over the decades, the Territories’ repeated attempts to capture Chicago and convert it into the secessionists’ capital had failed, which explained why the lakeless city of Armistice straddled the border of the old states of Indiana and Michigan, miles from where its founding patriarchs intended it to be.

Man Cryday couldn’t suppress a moan of pain.

Zyko took it personally. “Shut the fuck up! Count your ass lucky you’re still breathing.”

The merciless ride through The Margins in the bed of a truck had taken its toll. On the longest leg of their six-hundred-plus-mile journey, they’d ridden in a military-style helicopter. Like most of the equipment the technology-averse steaders possessed, it was almost certainly stolen from one of the SuperStates. She’d been hooded throughout, apart from a few minutes in the copter when they’d removed the smelly hood to give her a cup of water. She’d spotted the crude purple “W” sewn onto it and flinched. “W” for witch. The punishment for being classified as an Occultist was death or mutilation—pyreing or lopping. If the steaders were eager for entertainment, witches were buried alive. For the third leg of the journey from the helipad to Armistice, she’d been confined to the back of a van that stank of piss and Dark Essenceial.

Zyko wrenched her arm again. The ignoramus was too dense to realize Lotter would no doubt make him pay if he inflicted too much damage. The purple “W” elicited insults from the populace. “Witch!” they cried. “Deviant!” “Traitor!” Some jabbed and prodded her; one tossed something slimy at her head. Zyko snarled at them. The gutless mob scattered like roaches.

Man Cryday made herself focus again. Lotter wanted her to do something for him. What? Operate on his botched fingers? She rarely performed complex surgical procedures anymore. Besides, surgeons were a dime a dozen in Armistice, the only place in the Territories where wages were competitive. Steaders in the upper ranks went to one of the Urban Independents if they needed a specialist the Territories lacked. No need to kidnap an unconventionally trained surgeon. What else could he want? Could her kidnapping relate to Sylvie? The Mother Tree on Planting 437 had become an even more sacred symbol to the steaders since Lotter’s elevation to Lord Commander. Sylvie was suffering from a disease arborists were unable to identify. Was it Sylvie he wanted her to cure? If so, why drag her to Armistice when Planting 437 was a relatively short distance from Dimmers Wood? Didn’t add up.

Her captors quickened the pace. To distract herself from the crescendo of pain that raced from her shoulder to her aching wrists, Man Cryday reviewed the map she had consigned to memory before her raid on this blighted city years before. The Territorial capital may have changed in the decades since she’d seen it, but in a place that looked to the past for inspiration, its fundamental design would be the same.

The architecture was meant to intimidate. Buildings close to the center looked like the lovechild of the Vatican and ancient Athens. The so-called “seedier” sectors further out from the center were a mish-mash of shanty towns and tributes to the Old West—where, according to steader lore, armed fairskin mavericks basked in unfettered liberty. The same wagon wheel design steaders utilized on plantings was employed in the capital. The hub-and-spoke layout featured twelve sectors, a nod to the steaders’ sacred number. Its main highways intersected at the Ring, a road that encircled the enormous Penal Plaza. North of the plaza, on artificially elevated ground, sat the Palace of the Patriarchs, the grandest building in the Territories. On the east side of the palace sat the Rotunda, a crude knock-off of the U.S. Capitol in D.C. Some years ago, the steaders tore down their original flying coop and erected a state-of-the-art flying coop in its place. Christened the Grand Armory, the flying coop, despite its billion-dollar facelift, lay empty whenever teams from Urban Independents and Unaligned Territories refused to compete in the segregated city. It comforted Man Cryday to imagine how much the steaders must chafe at those insults.

Where were they now? Closer to the city’s hub, traveling through a maze of narrow streets if the sounds bouncing off surrounding buildings were any indication, within spitting distance of the bell tower. If only the Disciple Bells would toll again so she could be sure.

The streets became more crowded as the human litter weaved its way uphill. Seeds who resided near the hub, locked in their masters’ inhumane “confessionals,” had been let out two hours ago for the start of their grueling fourteen-hour workday. Fines for dawdling spurred them to jog to their destinations. For a second or two, she couldn’t identify one of the other sounds. Wings? Not wings—definitely not. The flapping vestments of brown-robed clerics in the lower service ranks. The sound was soon swallowed up by calls from merchants whose shops lined the thoroughfares, by the rotating whirr of bicycle wheels, and by horse-drawn carriages and seed-drawn rickshaws—the only transportation ordinary folk were permitted to use in this sector of the city. Beneath the stifling hood, Man Cryday caught a whiff of the wine-infused lifeblood loaves consumed by those on the higher rungs of the Great Ladder.

They passed a line of brothels. No mistaking the odor of these miscegenations. It was said they were not nearly as numerous in Armistice as they were in the Monticello Protectorate. Reintroduced a decade ago as a recruitment incentive for young male fairskins, the miscegenations were stocked with female seeds who were imported from every planting in the Territories to “service the heroes of Armistice,” a practice some wit had dubbed a titty tithe.

A blade came down nearby. Man Cryday shuddered. In this city of horrors, it was impossible to say whether a pig had just been beheaded by a butcher or a butcher had just been beheaded by a pig.

All around them a frenzy of steaders and seeds. Man Cryday couldn’t see the brands on the limbs and faces of those classified as botanicals, but it didn’t matter. She knew exactly what the ghastly brands, known euphemistically as “Armistice amulets,” looked like.

When she heard the sound of weeping, she realized they had passed under the Fallen Arch and entered Penal Plaza. Wild Seeds confessed their sins to clerical magistrates, who responded with interminable chants of repudiation and on-the-spot punishments. Lashings were common, but loppings, lynchings and pyreings were occasionally featured at the end of the day, depending upon the severity of the labor shortage.

A whiff of burnt flesh. Human. A female, no doubt, or someone accused of deviancy who’d been consigned to the Flames of Purification. A surge of revulsion crawled up from the pit of Man Cryday’s stomach and entered her throat as she stifled the urge to vomit.

Go back to your memory map, woman. What else do you see?

On one side of the plaza, behind a wall topped with broken glass, lay the Decipula, the most notorious penitentiary in the Homestead Territories. Three hundred and sixty-five prisoners were held there. In a leap year, the number would climb to three hundred and sixty-six, Supreme Lord-Father Sessill Morson being as superstitious as a pirate.

A vehicle came up behind them and blared its horn. The frantic sound of pedestrians, cyclists, and rickshaw drivers scurrying to get out of the way. Must be a high-ranking inquisitor or steader VIP, the only ones permitted to ride in motorized vehicles inside the inner city walls. Zyko and the other hoodlum leapt aside to let the vehicle pass.

Someone yelled, “Pyre the witch on the Stoop of the Heretic!” and spat at her. Man Cryday spat back. The hood made her regret it immediately.

The car purred to a halt. Someone got out.

“What do you think you’re doing?” Lotter’s voice.

Zyko responded: “We’re taking her to the Sanctum like you ordered, sir.”

The thug on her other side spoke up: “Couldn’t put the dusky bitch in a limo, could we?” His question smacked of irreverence. Instantly, he realized his error. His body stiffened in terror.

The man’s terrified voice again, an octave higher this time. “But Zyko’s the one told me to do it, sir! Zyke said it’d be a travesty to put her dusky ass in a limo! Said we’d have ourselves a little fun hauling the bitch on foot. I told him, I said it was the dumbest fucking idea I’d—”

The almost imperceptible sound of a blade as it punctures a torso. A gasp from the anonymous steader whose name she would probably never know. As the man fell, he nearly took her down with him. Someone (Lotter?) interceded. Saved her from falling face-first onto Penal Plaza where so many “bad seeds” had fallen before.

She was settled back firmly on her feet as the victim’s death throes ended. No more bloody gurgles from the minion with the motor mouth. Dregulahmo would have prayed for him; his sister did not. No reaction from Psycho, as far as she could tell. A smattering of muffled screams from others. Man Cryday wasn’t surprised. In societies governed by fear, terror never permits horror to vent for long.

Lotter propelled Man Cryday away from the gory scene. He called back to Zyko, ordered him to ride up front. The luckiest lackey alive grunted in acquiescence. Gently, as if she had value, Lotter placed a hand on her hooded head so she wouldn’t smack it against the roof of the car and eased her into the back seat. He climbed in after her. Man Cryday sank her weary bones into the cool leather of the air-conditioned vehicle. She heard Zyko settle into the passenger seat up front. When the doors closed, the din from the plaza disappeared, as if the vehicle they rode in had been launched into the vacuum of space.

Something slid open. A window. Not to the outside. Between the back and the front.

“Why parade the dusky through the streets?” Lotter demanded.

“Sorry, Lord Commander Lotter, sir. Thought you meant for us to let her ride in the van till we reached the city. Duskies an’ witches—an’ to be fair, bitch is both—ain’t allowed—”

“Disobey my orders again,” Lotter said, casually, “and I’ll knife you too. A waste, in light of how useful you’ve been in my service up till now.”

“Yessir. I understand, sir. Sorry, sir,” Zyko replied.

Man Cryday sensed the presence of another man on her right. This lackey smelled of Dark Essenceial too—the expensive kind. The musky lavender scent was oppressive.

Lotter ordered her to remain still. She felt his cool hands undo the tie on the neck of her hood. He removed it with the same sinister gentleness he’d used when he’d eased her into the back seat. Her sight restored at last, Man Cryday saw Lotter reach into his pocket. Defensively, she raised her cuffed hands to her neck, but all he produced was a large white handkerchief to wipe his bloodied hands. Satisfied that the bastard wasn’t about to slit her throat, Man Cryday allowed herself to look around. A partially open glass panel separated the front seats from the back seats of the armored limousine. The Supreme Council must have refurbished this limo, built in the Age of Plenty. Plush red leather seats, walnut paneling, enough room for more passengers on the seat opposite. A Black chauffeur in a dark green cap and uniform sat in the driver’s seat. She thought she spied African Indigenous symbols on his epaulets to indicate his status as a legacy African American. Zyko sat next to him in the front passenger seat.

Man Cryday stole a glance at the stranger on her right, whose face was obscured by a contagion mask and a wide-brimmed hat. The immaculately dressed man wore white gloves. A nod to the steaders’ obsession with butlers, perhaps—or, more likely, the result of the Lord Commander’s germaphobia.

Lotter jabbed at a button on the door’s armrest. The glass panel between the passenger compartment and those in the front seat slid closed with a sound like the murdered man’s final exhalation. The car crept forward. The throng on the plaza cleared a path for it. In a motion as smooth as water, Lotter switched to the seat opposite. Man Cryday took note. He must be in his fifties, but his agility hadn’t deserted him. She’d need to be sneaky if she wanted to kill him.

For those eager to prostrate themselves at the feet of power, the Lord Commander’s palpable disregard for humanity would be one of his most seductive qualities. His erratic behavior kept the people around him on edge. From what Ji-ji had told her about her fateful trip to the Madlands, Lotter’s daughter Charra possessed a similar charisma. This was the man responsible for Zyla’s murder, the man partly responsible for Dregulahmo’s murder too, alongside the other father-men and Cropmaster Herring on the 437th.

“Mizz Man,” Lotter said, in a tone of mock respect, “I have been remiss.” He finished wiping the minion’s blood off his pale, long-fingered hands. “I would like to introduce you to my personal assistant, Clayton Lotterman.”

Gingerly, due to how uncomfortable it was for her to move her head, Man Cryday turned to her right. The man beside her removed his hat and lowered his contagion mask.

“Hah!” Lotter said, with mild interest. “Guess you’ve identified him at last. Took you long enough. He’s the one she called Clay. Our eldest. Clay Lottermule. Goes by Clayton Lotterman now. The suffix affords him a slew of privileges in this city. He’s a made man—not self-made of course. A made man who values privilege—don’t you, boy?”

Clayton, his knee jerking like a piston, barely glanced up. Lotter kept talking.

“The eyes are hers, the mouth too. You may have met him when he was younger. At that flea market at the Salem Outpost. Right, Clayton, my man?”

“Yessir,” Clayton replied.

“I took him there when he was a seedling. Took his sisterseed Jellybean there a few years later. But I’m sure you remember that. Clayton thinks your delicious truffles could be the reason his sister came up with the name Bonbon for our youngest Muleseed.” He paused. He was goading her again, hoping she would give something away. When she didn’t, he continued.

“So, tell me, Mizz Man, what do you make of him? In spite of his duskiness, he’s a True Hybrid. A certified man if ever there was one. Got the papers to prove it. A little on the seedy side. Good-looking, nonetheless. Shockingly pretty eyes. See those lashes? An elephant would be envious. Weak jawline. The beard is his failed attempt to hide it. Clayton Lotterman, formerly Lottermule. The Hybrid our love made.”

Man Cryday looked at him with loathing. As a True Hybrid, Clay could mix socially with fairskins, though intimate relations with them would require his father-man’s approval. He could roam within the Territories, enjoy legal standing, and even serve as a juror. He was permitted to accumulate wealth and own property, though a significant portion of a True Hybrid’s wealth was irrevocably tithed to his father-man. When he was among seeds, he could act as ruthlessly as a steader. Man Cryday wanted to feel a spark of sympathy for Silapu’s eldest son and Ji-ji’s brother, but True Hybrids were the most obsequious flunkies in the Territories.

“You think I didn’t love her?” he asked, like someone who gave a damn.

“You can’t love anyone, Twelfth-of-a-Man. You are pathologically incapable. Silapu dreamed of plunging a knife in your back every time you violated her behind the blackbird quilt our Zaini made.”

Lotter clenched his jaw and looked away. She’d included the quilt, a concrete detail to authenticate her account.

A short while later, Lotter picked up where he’d left off, his tone menacing. “The Hybrid acts like a steader—devious, vain, out for himself. A drunk when the fancy takes him, a drug-sop when it doesn’t. Sometimes he’s a chip off the old block; other times he’s a sniveling coward. See how his knee pumps up and down? Stop that, boy, or I’ll toss you into the street.”

Clay slapped his hand on his knee to quiet it.

“Clayton’s my right-hand man-seed,” Lotter said. “Spent the past couple of years making himself indispensable. He’s climbed the rungs of the Great Ladder—with my help, of course. And now he lounges at the feet of Omnipotence. Guess what they call him? The Shoeshine Boy of Armistice—right, Clayton?” Clay gave a pathetic nod. “Bundled him off to the auctionmart years ago. In a fit of mercy, I plucked him from seedhood.”

Once again, Lotter waited for Man Cryday to speak; once again, she remained silent. He shrugged and started up again. “Poor Clayton is petrified. Thinks I’ll gut him too. Unlikely. Promised Mammy Tep I wouldn’t harm her offspring. Not physically—eh, Clayton?” Man Cryday glared at him as best she could with her swollen eyes. “Yes, I know. Jellybean is hers too. Killing the Birdgirl’s not my call. Grand Inquisitor Worthy issued the Extermination Order. His rationale is sound. The Supreme Council’s Diviner has warned us repeatedly that the Scourge—Ji-ji’s the Scourge, but then you’d know that—the Scourge will destroy the Territories. Her flight in the Dream Coop sealed her fate.”

He paused to kick the bloody handkerchief farther way from his feet, adding, “Perhaps you can help us, Mizz Man? We heard the Reunionists are planning some grand campaign to coincide with my Muleseed’s second reveal. Synchronous uprisings. Is it true?”

“How should I know? I am an old woman who lives quietly in the woods.”

“Sure you are,” Lotter said. “Doesn’t matter. We have all the intel we need.” As much to himself as to her he added, “After what she and that phony steader did to my Mammy Tep, Jellybean deserves to die.”

Man Cryday turned to Clay. “He’s lying. Ji-ji and Lucky did not shoot your mother at the fry-fence. Danfrith Petrus shot her, and this one-shot Petrus.” Clay shifted in his seat beside her. Must be the first time he’d heard anyone speak about his father-man like that.

Wait. There was more to it than that. He’d never heard the true story of how his mother died. Another vulnerability to exploit.

Lotter bit his lower lip; his right eye twitched in anger. Like many skilled manipulators, he often compelled his listeners to lean in to hear him. This time, however, he raised his voice. “My Mammy Tep would never have run in the first place if it hadn’t been for Jellybean and her traitor lieutenant! When I find him, I’ll smash his head in. After I brand him as a traitor.”

Lotter regained his composure. “I need to thank you for your assistance, Mizz Man. Truth is, we weren’t sure Jellybean had survived. Thought the whole safehouse thing in the Berkshires could be a ruse the Friends crafted to convince us she was still alive. Your reaction back there in The Margins confirmed we’re on the right track. Which means you will be as responsible for your protégé’s death as she was for her mam’s. Chew on that for a while, you condescending bitch.”

Unwilling to let him see how much his disclosure had wounded her, Man Cryday turned to Clay: “This devil is about to murder your sister. Do you plan to sit by and watch?”

Clay started a reply, bungled it, began again. Eventually he blurted out, “Ji-ji was always flauntifying herself. Doing crazy sh—” He broke off. “Always doing crazy stuff. That trick in the Dream Coop. The Dream Master made it look like it was real.”

Man Cryday didn’t know whether Clay really believed the lies the steaders fed him, but she intended to find out. Another thread to pull on.

“So I’m a devil, am I?” Lotter said, like someone flattered by her characterization. “Regrettably, during periods of relative calm I don’t do much that’s devilish. Like my soon-to-be-lost Wingchild, I am become an inspiring symbol for my people. Did you know that Arundale is by far the most popular name for fairskin newborns in the Territories?” He leaned back in the leather seat. She noticed the glassy look in his eyes and the tremor in his bent fingers.

The rumors of Lotter’s piety were false. He was definitely high.

The limo turned away from Penal Plaza and headed north along the city’s lackluster boulevards. Lotter closed his eyes. Impossible to know whether he slept.

Clay, still agitated, stared doggedly out of the window. Was Silapu’s eldest son salvageable? Maybe. She studied him intently. Clayton Lotterman was conventionally handsome, his face impeccably shaved to showcase his neat beard. A couple of shades lighter than Ji-ji and several shades darker than Tiro, he was too dark for a typical Hybrid. His warm brown complexion didn’t testify to the strength of the patriarchal seed. Lotter must have obtained a special Color Extenuation from the Grand Inquisitor.

Lotter opened his eyes and reached into his pocket. He pulled out Dregulahmo’s Testament of Faith, opened it, and flipped through the pages. “Our inquisitors may make a few additions. Make him more … human, more flawed? Old Dregulahmo liked to surround himself with seedlings. Sit them on his lap and tell them stories. Not surprising his nephews devolved into deviancy.” He flipped over a few more pages. Lotter ran a shaky hand through his shoulder-length blondish-gray hair as the limo moved through shadow.

“Flying Africans. A heretical notion. You seeds call them Passengers—am I right? A reference to the Middle Passage. Cute. Think it’s true they flew back to Africa, or is it some fanciful tale suckers tell themselves? Not a tale someone like you would fall for. You’re not like Dreg, are you? You believe in what is verifiable.” The accuracy of his assessment rattled her.

Lotter muttered something she didn’t catch and turned back to the Testament.

A cordon of trees lined the road; Man Cryday felt their welcome presence. A moat encircled the Palace of the Patriarchs. Could she snatch her brother’s Testament from Lotter’s hands, wind down the window, and cast it into the water? Unlikely. In the condition she was in and with her hands cuffed, she’d never be fast enough.

She felt Lotter’s ice-blue eyes on her. “One of the green corridors,” he said. “Keeps things cooler in this part of the city. Like you and those other Treebleeds, we’re ardent lovers of nature in Armistice. Apparently, some of your followers tried to protect the trees. Nested in those treehouses while my men hacked away at the trunks. Would you willingly give your life for a tree, Mizz Man?” When she didn’t answer him, Lotter directed the same question at Clay.

“Why would I give my life for a dumb tree?” Clay answered.

“Indeed,” Lotter agreed, icily. “Why would you, a True Hybrid, give your life for anything?” Irritably, he turned away from Clay and addressed Man Cryday again. He gestured toward the scene outside. “The Garden Sector is the most picturesque, well-watered sector among the twelve. We noble Armorers of Armistice employ aquaculture. Did you know that, Mizz Gardener? We are very discriminating when it comes to technology. We pump water from Lake Michigan more efficiently than it’s ever been done. The Morson Moat is an engineering marvel. Gaze upon the glory that is Armistice.”

Man Cryday stared at Lotter unblinking and spoke slowly, articulating every syllable as best she could through her swollen lips: “I would sooner kill a man than a tree.”

As if he thought she intended to prove her claim, Clayton thrust his arm across Man Cryday’s chest and said, “You want I should beat up the witch for her traitorous threat, sir?”

Lotter dismissed the offer with an exasperated shake of his head. He turned to Man Cryday and said, “Having located his balls, my Hybrid is eager to inflict harm on an octogenarian.”

Clay looked down and muttered something she couldn’t catch.

Lotter posed another question to his prisoner. “What about a seedling, Mizz Man? Which would you rather kill? A seedling or a sapling?”

At that moment, they crossed the moat via an arched stone bridge. They turned away from the tree-lined entrance to the Patriarchal Palace and rode down featureless streets for some time. Eventually, they pulled up in front of a sour-looking office building.

“So,” Lotter said, spitefully. “What do you think of my man Clayton? Think my Mammy Tep would be proud of how her offspring turned out?”

“Yes. Silapu would be proud.” She’d lied to irk him. Silapu would be mortified.

“Well, before you get too fond of him, I should inform you that Clay was the one who spat at you back there. Spouted that inanity about the Stoop of the Heretic under the misguided assumption it would please me. Unlike his mam, Clayton here is a pleaser, as many in Armistice have discovered.” Beside her, Clay shifted uncomfortably again in his seat.

“Is this why you brought me here to the City of Cages? To save Clay from himself?”

Lotter laughed, dryly. “Not very discerning for a witch, are you? It’s not the Hybrid we want you to save.”

“Who then?” she asked. “You? You want me to take a look at those botched digits of yours, yes? A memento from when Ji-ji flew the coop. It must have hurt when you slammed your stupid hand up against the glass, not long after you murdered Zyla Clobershay.”

Through clenched teeth, Lotter said, “Your accent’s thick enough to cut with a machete. You’d think you would have lost it by now. Listening to you is like wading through mud.” He paused for a moment as if debating with himself and checked that the glass partition between the front and back seats was closed before adding, “I didn’t bring you here to save the Hybrid. I brought you here to tend to his little brotherseed, the one Jellybean called—”

“Bonbon!” Man Cryday whispered before she could stop herself. “Bonbon’s alive!”

“Bingo,” Lotter replied, joylessly. “And believe me, my seedling does not testify to the strength of the patriarchal seed. He’s the darkest Mule I’ve ever sired. On the Midnight arc of the Color Wheel. Bonbon is as Black as you, Tree Witch. Much prettier though. Like his mam.”

Afraid her agitation would reveal to the bastard how thrilled she was to have found Bonbon at last, Man Cryday stifled her excitement. For years, the Friends had searched for the boy. She’d even sent Lucky to Armistice to look for him after Lotter snatched him from his mother. Losing a brother you love is agony. Let Ji-ji live to see him again, Man Cryday thought.

Lotter took a deep breath and spoke in a way she hadn’t heard him speak before. “Seedling’s dying. Oletto’s his name. Bonbon was Jellybean’s name for him. Inspired by your stupid truffles, Clay says. It’s simple. Save him and you live. Don’t save him and you die. And by the way, if he dies, we’ll set fire to your precious wood till there’s nothing left but ash.”

He paused to let the threat sink in. “Guess you got a choice, Mizz Man. Save a seedling and keep your saplings, or lose them all. Which will it be?”

Once again, Man Cryday didn’t offer a response and Lotter didn’t wait for one.

“Clayton, take her to the South Annex and get someone to clean her up. She stinks. Then take her to Oletto. A word of warning, witch. I’m sure your head is filled with plans to escape. But if you misbehave”—he nodded toward the front passenger seat—“I’ll sic Zyko the Psycho on you. Zyko’s a master of the Denouement, notorious for his drawn-out endings. Welcome to Armistice, Man Cry … No. That doesn’t sound right. Your planting name is more appropriate. Welcome to the City for the Ages, Sarah Hudsonseedmate.”

The name disgusted her, but it couldn’t take away from the news he’d just delivered. Bonbon, the child Lotter had snatched from Silapu, the child Lucky spent months searching for, was alive! This changed everything. As a Toteppi elder, her task was clear. First, convince Clay to contact the Friends and warn them the steaders were coming for his sister. Second, heal Bonbon. Though Man Cryday didn’t know if the minion beside her was worth it, she would try to save him too, in memory of his tormented mother and for the sake of his brave sister.

She wanted to ask Lotter if Bonbon was a Wingchild like his sister. But the question was a dangerous one, and she was fairly sure Lotter hadn’t shared much of this with Zyko the Psycho.

As she hauled herself out of the limo and limped over to where Clay stood waiting, she made a silent invocation to Sylvie: Old Mother of Mothers, give me the strength to kill one and save two in this City of Cages.

Without looking at her, Silapu’s True Hybrid son turned and led the way.

What the tree witch wished for most was a megadose of painkillers. But with only a few hours to persuade Clay to go against everything Lotter had instilled in him, and a few hours to save a future she would never live to see so the young could live to see it, there was no time to succumb to weakness. The Gardener of Tears put one foot in front of the other and trudged on.






3 PLAYING A GAME IN THE BERKSHIRES


There are some games you never want to play. For Ji-ji, Fly the Coop was one of them.

“I got a bad feeling about this game,” Ji-ji said.

Afarra widened her eyes in amazement. Her astonishment made her look like an actor who hadn’t mastered the art of feigning surprise. “But why you are getting this bad-game feeling, Elly?” she asked, as they sat together on the sofa in the Friends of Freedom safehouse.

Afarra’s unique way of phrasing things reflected how she was mostly self-taught. Usually, it made Ji-ji happy. Afarra was the only person who called her Elly, the only one who knew why the name meant so much to her. But the news Ji-ji had received earlier was sickening. Man Cryday was either dead or, worse still, kidnapped. How would the world spin toward a better morning without a tree witch to steer it?

Ji-ji hadn’t told Afarra yet. When Germaine and Ben called with news of the attack, they’d reasoned it was better not to tell Afarra till they received verification from the Friends’ rescue party that had set out for Dimmers Wood. Ben, trying so hard to be upbeat his voice strained with the effort, insisted there was still a hope-rope to cling to. Man Cryday was a Toteppi tree witch and a wizard’s sister, Ben said. She could be on her way to seek sanctuary in the Eastern SuperState right now. Ji-ji wanted to believe him, but she wasn’t a child who believed in fairy tales anymore. Besides, Man Cryday would rather die than abandon her followers. She needed to face the truth head-on. The woman who’d been her physical, emotional, and spiritual healer was gone. She would never see Man Cryday’s beautiful old face again.

Afarra looked over at Norville Einar, the ornery bodyguard on the night rotation, who stood near the large stone fireplace glaring at the video game instructions as if he thought they were out to trick him. “Norville is a winner with gadgets,” Afarra declared. “He fixes the bathroom light. He is making the game come to life. Like a wizard.”

“That’s right, girlie-girl,” the bodyguard said. “I’m a veritable wizard for sure.”

Afarra had grown fond of Norville, but Ji-ji reserved judgment. What did they really know about the White man who loved to boast about his Scandinavian heritage? Considering the horrors she’d endured, Afarra’s trust in strangers was unfathomable. She’s like Peter Pan, Ji-ji thought. She refuses to grow up.

The comparison flung Ji-ji back to her mam’s seedmate cabin as Lotter planted her on his knee, opened his favorite children’s book, and read her tales of Peter’s manic adventures. If Lotter was drunk or high, he would swashbuckle across the cabin wielding an invisible sword. Once, he crashed into the table and left it with a permanent wobbly leg. Too much game playing, too many arbitrary rules enforced by a bully willing to kill you if you didn’t play by them.

The only part of Peter Pan’s story Ji-ji liked was the notion that people had originally been birds. Lotter used to tell her if children had enough faith they could fly. It struck her as odd that her father-man had told her this repeatedly when she was little—as if, all those years ago, he knew about the twin secrets hibernating on her back.

Afarra pointed to Circus the Pomeranian as he leapt in and out of the container. “Circus is liking the box. He is happy as a clambake. Elly, you are being very far away again.”

“Sorry,” Ji-ji said. “Just remembering something, that’s all.”

“Remembering is a good idea,” Afarra said, before adding a wistful “sometimes.”

Ji-ji looked over at the person she’d spent more time with than any of her four birth siblings. Often, Afarra looked much younger than seventeen or eighteen, the age they’d calculated she was. At other times, the former outcast, who’d taught herself a language all her own, seemed as old and wise as Man Cryday. To Afarra, this rural region of old Massachusetts in the Eastern SuperState was paradise. She’d fallen in love with the rambling farmhouse from the get-go—gone around the house and touched each wall reverentially, enchanted by its nooks and crannies, its oak paneling caramelized with age, and its generous fireplaces. She’d danced with joy when she saw the fancy gadgets in the kitchen.

“Fly the Coop is the best game ever invented!” Afarra said. “It is saying this on the box. In British. It is close to real life inside it. An’ we are inside the game, isn’t it?”

“Yeah, we’re stuffed inside a game for sure,” Ji-ji replied, “whether we like it or not.”

Norville sniffed disapprovingly. “What’s wrong with starring in a game, for Chrissake? It’s a tribute—a compliment. Shows you’re a global phenomenon.”

“A global phenomenon who values her privacy,” Ji-ji muttered.

Why did older people think they had the right to tell young people how they should feel? This new bodyguard had only been assigned to the Friends’ compound for a few weeks, yet from the get-go he’d mastered the art of making himself a pain in the ass. The afternoon and much of the evening had come and gone but Norville hadn’t. He took bathroom breaks every hour or two, which slowed him down further. Blamed it on his aging prostate.

“When will Fly the Coop liven?” Afarra asked the bodyguard for the umpteenth time.

“Soon as I damn well figure out how to damn well ‘liven’ the damn thing.”

Afarra laughed, but Ji-ji didn’t find him funny. “Don’t talk to her like that,” she said.

Norville shrugged. “Don’t know why you’re so hot under the collar, girlie-girl. I didn’t drop the F-bomb this time, even though this effin game’s giving me an effin fit. Hey, Afarra—you don’t mind me cussin, do you?” Afarra shook her head. “See? Her an’ me, we’re thick as thieves.” The bodyguard crossed a meaty index and middle finger to demonstrate. He turned back to work on the game for a moment, then he said, “How old are you, Existential? Eighteen?”

“Nineteen,” Ji-ji replied, then wished she hadn’t felt obliged to tell him.

“Lighten up,” he told her. “No one likes a Debbie Downer. Imagine what a pain in the ass you’ll be in half a century when you’re my age. Moodiness will never be an attractive attribute in a female.” With that nugget, Norville turned back to his task, tsk-tsking as he did so.

Ji-ji would request a change in the security rotation tomorrow, something she should have done a month ago when Norville stomped into the farmhouse and introduced himself as a sixty-something Freedom fighter from upstate New York. Ji-ji assumed he’d just taken a shower. As it turned out, his slick head of hair was the result of his proclivity for hair gel. “We Einars are seafaring folk,” he’d said, after he’d caught Ji-ji staring at his hair, “descendants of Vikings. Be prepared is our motto. One o’ those wayward follicles gets in your eyes an’ next thing you know, your brains are splattered every which way.”

Ji-ji had no doubt that Norville’s mop of gray hair would emerge victorious from a battle with the elements, though she had less faith in the out-of-shape Viking’s fighting ability. He seemed to prefer verbal sparring with females, Afarra being the exception. He’d warmed to Afarra after she’d told him how pretty his hair was. Said his head smelled like a “happy forest”—a compliment only Afarra could have bestowed with sincerity.

Earlier that day, not long after Ji-ji received the terrible call from Ben and Germaine, Norville had rapped on the front door. He carried a box large enough to obscure everything but the top of his head. Ji-ji thought about not letting him in, but how do you snub your own bodyguard, especially one bearing gifts?

Norville carried the box inside and set it down on the coffee table in the sitting room.

“This came all the way from England,” he said. “From a Mr. Lucas Dyson.”

“Lucky!” Afarra exclaimed. “He is the best of all the fairskin guards I ever meet.”

“Hey!” Norville said. “You casting aspersions on my bodyguarding prowess?”

Afarra ran her hand over the box. “Lucky gives me the orange peel is the reason.”

“He gave her a whole orange,” Ji-ji explained. “She kept the peel as a memento. Outcasts aren’t permitted to receive gifts on plantings. Lucky was her friend for life after that.”

“Lucky is not a real steader,” Afarra said. “He is only playing. He is the escort for Elly when she escapes over the fry-fence. Tiro is my escort. An’ Pheebs, who is very small an’ brave. This high only.” Afarra tapped her shoulder to demonstrate how small Pheebs was. “Then Ben and Germaine is joining us in The Margins. Lucky is a very good time. Blond hair like Lotter an’ blue eyes too. But not like Lotter. Like Lucky only. An’ Matty too.”

“Matty was Lucky’s planting guard name,” Ji-ji added, before she remembered she didn’t trust the bodyguard.

“Is that so?” Norville said, and shook his head. “Box has been opened. The Friends inspect everything ’fore they give it to the Existential. Package came from England. I’m fond of Brits, always have been. But I don’t trust that bossy shrew they chose for a P.M. Hair flying every which way like she’s never even heard of scrunchies.” The bodyguard scowled at Ji-ji’s head of untamable hair. “Yep,” he said. “You two’ll be game-sops in no time.” He stretched, exposing his hairy belly button. “Either of you girls ever read Maeve Exra?” he asked. Ji-ji’s mouth fell open. No way could she imagine the misogynistic Viking reading work by the feminist historian. Before she could respond, Norville started up again. Turned out, like most of his questions, this one was rhetorical.

“She was a famous historian when I was your age. According to Maeve, living virtually—virtual living, to be more precise—turned out to be easier than the real thing. While kids like you fiddled in the metaverse an’ let A-I run amok, Rome fiddled. Or is it burned? Think the Civil War Sequel would’ve happened if young people were paying attention? Easy to get distracted. Don’t see danger headed your way.” He gave Ji-ji a piercing look. “Don’t see how vulnerable you are to ambush.” Was he making some kind of threat?

And now, here he was, hours later, fiddling with the last game in the world she wanted to play—a game that would oblige her to relive one of the worst days of her life. She thought about escaping to her room, but she dare not leave a man she didn’t trust alone with Afarra.

The bodyguard swiveled his eyes up to the living room security camera, then he stared at Ji-ji so intently she was forced to look away. “Good name, controllers,” he said, pointedly.

Once again, Ji-ji tried to persuade him to set up the game tomorrow, but Afarra went nuts and insisted he do it tonight. Ji-ji reminded him how much she valued her privacy, but he refused to take the hint. Not that she’d enjoyed much privacy since her arrival in the E.S.S.

Their first year in the Eastern SuperState was all about trying to diagnose her. Was she the result of genetic manipulation or a descendant of a legendary lost tribe of Toteppi Birdfolk? Doctors and researchers trusted by the Friends examined her so many times she’d lost count. They reached conflicting conclusions and argued constantly with each other. They fetishized her appendages and ignored her when she spoke. She put up with it for months because she ached for answers too. In the end, however, she called the coleaders of the E.S.S. wing of the Friends on a secure line and told Pamletta Miles and Tilleone Jones from now on, no one could examine her without her say-so. To their credit, Pam and Tilleone acceded to her demand. She only wished she’d made it sooner.

She had to admit the Friends weren’t the only ones to blame. She had also placed way too much hope in a diagnosis. Thought scientists would be able to tell her what she was. She shouldn’t have been surprised by their bafflement; the things on her back baffled her too. Sure, they functioned like wings (a high-tech angel, Tiro had called her), but they straddled the line between biology and something else entirely. After a researcher observed how she could alter the structure of her wings seemingly at will, he claimed she had more in common with tiltrotor aircraft than birds. His comment made her feel more freakish than ever.

Though most of the time the appendages on her back were as light as air, sometimes Ji-ji felt their tremendous weight pulling on her spine, as if the name Purple Tears (one of many names Afarra had given them) was accurate, and all those lost to seedhood and slavery were embedded in the hundreds of translucent purple flaps. Whatever her appendages were, one thing was clear: they had minds of their own. In recent days, she’d spontaneously unfurled to a ghostly wail. “Your Freedom Twins are speaking flytalk!” Afarra cried, delighted. “It is the amazingest thing we are hearing from them in a long time!” But all Ji-ji heard were howls of suffering—a haunting purple wail of pain.

Doc Riff, who’d fled D.C. during the coup and still served as one of her primary physicians, had agreed with her decision to assert a measure of control over her own body. “I have consulted with Man Cryday,” the Native Indigenous doctor told her. “We think you should stick to your guns. Not knowing all the answers is not so bad. How can we find comfort in wonder if all mysteries have been unraveled?”

Ji-ji’s time with the film crew last month had been as excruciating as her time with the scientists. Producers Phil and Corinna, a married couple from Hartford, Connecticut, had arrived at the Friends’ compound with a crew of six. After the lies the steaders spread about how Dream Master Nelson and his engineers had made her flight in the Dream Coop look real, the two were assigned by the Friends to prove that she was indeed the first human in history to fly unassisted.

“We need you to look authentic,” the couple said.

“I am authentic,” Ji-ji replied.

“Of course you are!” they said. “We just want you to look authentic … for the cameras.”

They strapped a bigass camera to Ji-ji’s head and told her to fly. Phil explained: “We want the audience to see that you’re … you’re a—”

“Freak?” Ji-ji offered.

“No!” Phil insisted. “We want the audience to know you’re not a—”

“Freak?” she offered again.

“We want them to see that you’re an angel!” Corinna assured her.

Ji-ji couldn’t fathom how people who’d never undergone a similar transformation or been raised in captivity on a planting could possibly understand her body, her backstory, or what flight meant to ex-seeds like her and Afarra. Which may explain why she hadn’t been able to write more than a few pages of her survival narrative even though she understood the crucial role her story could play in the fight for Freedom.

How do you tell a story that’s impossible for you yourself to grasp?

Phil and Corinna joked that their documentary would “kill two birds with one stone”—prove the Wingchild had survived and demonstrate she was ready to “lead the quest for Reunification as the most potent symbol of Freedom in history.” After the raw footage was edited and the narration added, the Friends planned to release Wingchild: The Documentary to coincide with raids on plantings throughout the Territories. The Friends were also planning a series of live Wingchild appearances. “There’s sure to be a firestorm of interest,” Phil said.

And I know who’ll get burned to a crisp in that storm, Ji-ji thought.

Ji-ji rose from the sofa where Afarra and Circus played together and walked over to where the fire crackled and hissed. Nearby, Norville labored over the game console. With its sleek controllers, Fly the Coop looked futuristic to Ji-ji, especially in the restored farmhouse living room, with its coffered ceiling and imposing stone fireplace. The tiny flecks of silver on the console casing made her think of stars. In its rolled-up state, the screen was roughly the size of a briefcase and light as a feather, almost as weightless as her wings. Unrolled, the paper-thin screen spanned a large section of the wall on the left side of the fireplace. On the right side, soon after they’d arrived, Ji-ji had hung one of her most treasured possessions: Silapu’s blackbird quilt, the gift her sister Charra had returned to her moments before she died. Seemed like a good idea to hang it there, next to the old stone fireplace a local rockhounder had studded with ancient finds from the area—rhodonite, jasper, agate, and chalcedony. The quilt her mam used to shield her offspring from Lotter’s rutting. As she stared at the worn quilt, with its three blackbirds guarding the tree while a flock rose into the air, Ji-ji remembered how moved Charra had been when she’d presented the quilt to her in Turnabout. If the tree was Sylvie, and the three blackbirds were her, Afarra, and Tiro—the Necessaries, Uncle Dreg called them—the plan had failed. Sylvie was diseased and dying, Germaine said. And Tiro had flown the coop—taken off with the rest of the flock for god-knows-where.

Looking at the quilt made Ji-ji sad, so she turned instead to the map she’d drawn of her birth planting, which sat on the mantelpiece in a wooden frame. With the horse-drawn wagon she’d superimposed on it, and the horrific experimentation facility seeds called Murder-Mouth, the map reminded her that their escape from a segregated planting to a liberty SuperState wasn’t simply geographical, it was temporal too. She and Afarra had migrated from the backward-looking, science-censoring, segregated Territories to the forward-looking, science-embracing Eastern SuperState. If Lucky’s game was anything to go by, England, like the E.S.S., had also embraced the future.

Ji-ji wished Lucky Dyce had delivered the game himself. She’d spoken with him a couple of weeks ago, but he hadn’t mentioned it. Probably wanted the game to be a surprise. In their transatlantic call, Ji-ji had confessed that being caged for her own protection was driving her nuts. “Steady on, Ji-ji,” Lucky said. “‘Caged’ is a bit over the top, even for an American. From what Ben and Germaine tell me—insultingly little, by the way—you’ve got a cushy gig. A luxurious farmhouse all to yourselves, fifty acres to roam around in. Must be heaven.” Ji-ji had corrected him: “Forty-three acres.” “Give a bloke a break, Jellybean. Forty-three, fifty—what’s the difference? Americans are spoiled for space.”

Ji-ji hadn’t mentioned how, after nearly two years of what the Friends called “custodial liberty” (an oxymoron, if she ever heard one), she felt like an animal in a zoo. Even more distressing, she hadn’t kept any of the vows she’d made—hadn’t found her little brother Bonbon, and hadn’t returned to Turnabout to liberate her sister’s fairskin prisoners, who, by all accounts, were still forced to live like pigs. Restricted to flying in endless circles over the compound, Ji-ji feared the bird in her would die if she didn’t escape from the Friends’ gilded cage soon. If only she could confide in someone she trusted and tell them all the things she shielded Afarra from. But Lucky was thousands of miles away, and Tiro, the fly-boy she’d loved for as long as she could remember, had disappeared four months ago when his calls and texts abruptly stopped.

Fearing the worst, Ji-ji had called Zaini, who confirmed that her son had vanished to god-knows-where. Zaini said Tiro blamed himself for his little brother Eeyatho’s death. During the video call, Bromadu sat brooding in the background. Almost a teen, he barely looked up when Ji-ji asked him how he was doing. She empathized with Bromadu’s pain. He’d lost two brothers to murder, and Tiro, the fly-boy he idolized, was missing. She knew how agonizing it was to lose siblings and to try to survive as your mother’s Last&Only.

Tiro had been living in Boston with his family, in the same apartment building as Ben, Germaine, and Zyla, their little daughter. The last Zaini heard from her son was when he called her from New York. Told his mother he missed flying the Dream as a member of the Dreamfleet. Said he was through waiting for permission from the Friends to fight for Freedom. Refused to say where he was headed. In the video call with Ji-ji, Zaini, blunt as ever, had cut to the chase. “Ever since we arrived in the E.S.S., Tiro’s been high most of the time. Railed against the E.S.S. Said it was almost as bad as the Territories. Said everyone was profiting on the backs of seeds.”

“Damn right,” Bromadu muttered behind her.

Uncharacteristically, Zaini snapped at her youngest son: “Who doesn’t know this already? You think there is a pure society somewhere? Tiro needs to get clean and grow up.”

Ji-ji’s history with her mam’s addiction made it hard for her to sympathize with Tiro’s drug-sopping, but she understood why he was so desperate to fight for Freedom. She was desperate to fight for it too, though when she’d tried to explain this to him last year, his response had cut her to the quick.

“No offense, Ji,” Tiro had said. Not a good start. She’d braced herself. “But you got no fuckin idea what it’s like to be a regular person. You fly for real. Don’t need no trapezes or trampolines. Closest I got to glory was flying the Dream in D.C. Remember when Charra said you were the miracle she was meant to be? It’s like—an’ don’t take this the wrong way, okay? It’s like that’s kinda how we fly-boys feel when we watched you fly in the Dream. Like we’re proud an’ ruined at the same time.” He’d seen her stricken expression and fallen all over himself apologizing. “Sorry, Ji. Ignore me. Always been lousy with words. Guess there’s a funny side. Guess you could say Tiro the Pterodactyl’s gone extinct.” His attempt at a joke had fallen flat.

Ji-ji looked at her watch again. She was on the verge of asking Norville to come back tomorrow to finish setting up the game when the bodyguard rose from a crouching position in front of the console and stretched. His hairy belly button returned for an encore.

Afarra leapt up gleefully from the sofa. “It is liven, Norville—yes?” she cried.

“Let’s hope so, girlie-girl. Must be sweet having friends in high places, ’specially for an Avian, eh, Ji-ji? Fly the Coop’s not even out yet officially. Not cheap either. Turns out it’s the deluxe Immersive Mode version,” he continued. “Y’know—that fancy shit they invented in the Age of Plenty ’fore the world got effed up every which way.”

“Do it!” Afarra cried. “Make it liven! The trees is saying, ‘Fly the coop! Now!’”

Norville sniffed emphatically and said, “Can’t say I’m conversant with arboreal dialects, but I think you may be onto something, kiddo.” The bodyguard paused meaningfully and nodded over at Ji-ji. What the hell?

“Now,” he continued, “let’s see if this game’ll cooperate. Ready, ladies? Here goes.” He pushed a button on the game console. Just when they assumed it hadn’t booted up, the screen sprang to life. Afarra whooped with joy. “Thank the good Lord!” Norville said.

The screen filled with the title of the game in fancy lettering. The dangerous game, played for real in the Homestead Territories and Urban Independents, was said to capture seeds’ yearning for Freedom and steaders’ determination to keep them caged. On screen, flyer-battlers on hope-ropes moved through the fanciful title letters that formed the bars of a cage.

Norville’s smartwatch beeped. He glanced at it nervously and said, “Gotta go check on some shit.”

Afarra, who had assumed he’d stay with them and play the game, was devastated. “But it is Fly the Coop time now. We all fly. They are saying it in whispery. Outside.”

“Sorry, Afarra,” Norville said. “Duty calls. See that question mark on the lower right-hand corner of the screen? Tap it or tap the question mark on your controller. That should activate the guide.” He grabbed one of the controllers and added, “Fuck if I know what this slider’s for. Guess it’ll be an adventure.” Norville looked directly at Ji-ji and spooked her by softening his tone and adding, “A journey no one’s gotta face alone.”

Afarra took offense: “Elly is not being alone. She’s got me an’ Circus.”

The surly bodyguard turned red with embarrassment. He patted Afarra on the head as if she were a Pomeranian and made a hasty exit. Ji-ji breathed a sigh of relief to see him go.

Just then, the image on the screen changed. A lone Dreamfleet flyer swung back and forth on an invisible trapeze. Ji-ji was reminded of the snow globe Tiro had given her. She pointed out how late it was and suggested they play in the morning. But Afarra had a hissy fit and insisted they play tonight. Eager for Afarra to have one more carefree night before reality destroyed it, Ji-ji capitulated. “An hour, that’s all,” she said. Afarra agreed in that sneaky way she did when she had no intention of making good on the agreement.

Ji-ji clicked on the avatar selection button at the bottom of the screen. “We get to choose our own avatars,” she said. “Looks like most of ’em are people, or mutants who were present during the attack on the Dream Coop. We can either fight for liberty with the Dreamfleet or fight with the steaders for D.C. to become part of the Territories.”

“Why I want to fight with the bastards from the Territories?” Afarra asked.

“It’s a game. You can fight with anyone.”

“But the steaders cooped in D.C. An’ the Dream is gone to hell in a manbasket.”

“It was a coup in D.C. C-o-u-p. An’ it’s a handbasket, remember? Not a manbasket.”

Afarra didn’t miss a beat: “That’s what you think, girlie-girl.” Her impersonation of Norville was so accurate they both burst out laughing.

“Listen up then, girlie-girl,” Ji-ji said. “This game’s different from the battle in the Dream Coop. We don’t gotta stick with what really happened. The goal is to get as many points as possible from the Jury of Judges for your battles against opponents an’ for your acrobatic skill. Don’t forget this is meant to be realistic, which means there could be snarlcats and stripers roaming around in the arena ready to am—” The word ambush stuck in her throat. Ji-ji settled instead on “ready to pounce.”

“I am being the Ant Whisperer, isn’t it? It’s me in the picture—sort of.”

“We don’t have to play ourselves. We can be anyone, an’ either team can win.”

“But I am myself right now. Why I am not playing me when I am being me?”

“Good point,” Ji-ji replied. “Okay. You play you, an’ I play me.”

Satisfied, Afarra selected the Ant Whisperer avatar. Ji-ji selected Angel the Birdgirl.

Even though the famous battle in the Dream Coop had been broadcast in many parts of the Disunited States and in a few places abroad too, Ji-ji never expected to see herself in a screen game. Angel the Birdgirl was made up in much the same way as the makeup artist had made Ji-ji up for the interview in D.C.—blood-red lips that looked wet, lashes as thick as the bristles on a toothbrush, eyebrows flirtatiously arched. Ji-ji’s and Afarra’s avatars wore clingy jumpsuits.

“Your boobies is very big, Elly,” Afarra said, admiringly. “Mine too. You think the avatars is hiding a secret in your flight bra? A bra is a very useful place for hiding.”

Afarra’s well-endowed avatar body seemed out of place given that her avatar’s face made her look like a seedling of ten or eleven. “Why they are making me a seedling in the face?”

“Must’ve thought it made you even braver,” Ji-ji replied.

Afarra pointed out the obvious: “They make you look old, Elly. Thirty. Older even. They are painting your face, see? An’ your hair is more straighter. Where is the fluffy? I like the fluffy. It is soft like the cotton candy we get in D.C. It is a bad avatar artist. You are the one to draw Birdgirl. Ask Lucky. He will say to them, ‘Let Elly make her own self.’”

“From your mouth to god’s ears,” Ji-ji replied, but Afarra had moved on to examine the Hell’s Yells from Armistice, who looked as ruthless on screen as they had in the Dream Coop.

The novice players were far better at this game than they had a right to be. Ji-ji tried to stop playing at midnight, then at twelve-thirty. Soon, it was inching toward one in the morning. Waging a fake attack onscreen was far better than thinking about a real one on Dimmers Wood.

The rules of the game occasionally deviated from those in the battle in the Dream Coop, but most of the other details were accurate. The coop was an exact replica of the original—a vast arena housing a massive cage where teams of flyer-battlers sprang from one piece of equipment to another and fought each other for supremacy. Players could make their avatars leap out of X boxes, balance on King-spins, and alight on Rosa Parks Perches. They could climb Jacob’s Ladders and Harriet’s Stairs. With the aid of a hope-rope, they could land in the Jim Crow Nest, suspended from thick cables at the apex of the massive domed fly cage inside the arena.

The only player who could fly unaided, Angel the Birdgirl, didn’t rely on the fancy equipment in the cage like the other flyer-battlers. But there was a catch. When she took to the air, a dozen snipers popped up out of nowhere and tried to shoot her down.

Ji-ji’s fingers started to cramp up. She flexed them. For a second, she took her eyes off the screen. Her avatar failed to provide cover for the avatars representing Dreamfleet flyers Tiro and Laughing Tree. Before Angel could reach them, a battler with the Armistice Yells knocked Tiro down and whacked Laughing Tree’s head off!

In slow motion, to a funeral dirge and ebullient cheers from the steader fans in the arena, Laughing Tree’s magnificent head tumbled down to the center ring below followed by his huge, decapitated body. The sound of a great tree being felled accompanied his descent.

“Laughing Tree is dead!” Afarra cried. “Who will carry Ink in his nest basket now?”

Badly shaken herself, Ji-ji hit pause and put her arm around her adopted little sister.

“You know this is only a game, right? Laughing Tree’s in upstate New York with Ink, living the high life. Ink’s adopted now, remember? They’re safe and happy, Afarra. I promise.”

“No, Elly!” Afarra cried. “Tree is not laughing. He is living the low life now.”

During their many years together, Ji-ji had learned to take Afarra’s fears seriously. “Tell you what, how ’bout we call Tree tomorrow—check on him an’ Ink?” Afarra nodded.

Ji-ji glanced at her scuffed-up Mickey Mouse watch. “Ten more minutes, okay?”

Eager to finish, Ji-ji wriggled the slider on her controller impatiently. Ji-ji and Afarra screamed as a throng of ghostly, three-dimensional avatars leapt out and surrounded them as if they’d strayed into the afterlife and been surrounded by a tribe of Dimmer ghosts!

Fear changed to amazement. The dizzying shift in perspective from two-dimensional images on a screen to three-dimensional presences in their living room enabled them to enter the game in ways they’d never imagined. Immersive Mode didn’t begin to do it justice.

Dream Master Amadeus Nelson, larger than life and standing right in front of them, told the Toteppi Origin Story, just like he’d told it on that last night in the Dream. The D.M. conjured up a cyclorama of Earthfolk, Fishfolk, and Birdfolk. His avatar bore such a startling resemblance to the man himself that Ji-ji reached out to touch him. His image shimmered like water in a purple dusk. Ji-ji drew her hand back in surprise. “Purple,” she whispered, “like the things on my back.” On either side of her spine, her buried wings bucked.

A trumpet blast! The coop’s VIP balcony shot into the living room as Fly the Coop turned from dream to nightmare. On the balcony, avatars representing Grand Inquisitor Worthy and Lord Commander Lotter appeared. Like their real-life counterparts on the night of the coup, the pair waved to the steaders in the crowd. With a yowl of fear, Circus scooted under the sofa.

Lotter’s unwelcome entrance was the only cue Ji-ji needed to go on the offensive. She used her controller to fly Angel Birdgirl across the cage toward the VIP balcony as the shadowy crowd roared beneath her. She wanted to kill her father-man so badly she could barely breathe.

Halfway across the arena, a flyer blocked her path. Not a Dreamfleet or Armistice flyer-battler—a literal bird. A cardinal, so small she could cup it in her palm. What is a flock of cardinals called? Ji-ji thought. A college? A conclave? A Vatican? What was she thinking? What did it matter what their name was? Then she realized why she’d thought of this. “Soldiers in the Inquisitorial Army are called cardinals,” she murmured. She pulled up in midair using the hummingbird maneuver she’d mastered. The tiny cardinal, its scarlet coat blaring like a siren, morphed into Grand Inquisitor Fightgood Worthy. His scarlet cassock swirled around him like bloody rapids. On his shoulder … what was that?

“ROCKET LAUNCHER!” Tiro’s avatar cried, as a deafening blast shook the living room.

Angel Birdgirl veered away from the missile’s trajectory. She’d almost made it to safety when it sheared off her entire left wing! She watched it descend to the well of the coop, a trail of blood in its wake. Pain coursed through the roots on Ji-ji’s back as Birdgirl frantically flapped her one remaining wing.

Birdgirl and Ji-ji screamed in unison. Ji-ji reached for a hope-rope, but it was too far.

“Bye-bye, Blackbird,” Afarra whispered.

The arena erupted into chaos as the Grand Inquisitor and Lotter were thrust into the foreground, their larger-than-life faces so detailed she could see the pores in their skin. The two men ordered the steaders in the arena to slaughter the thousands of seed spectators. Gunfire erupted as fans rushed to the exits. All the exits were locked, just like they’d been in D.C.

Ji-ji flapped her lone wing one last time before gravity defeated her. She fell!

A moment before she smashed into the ground, the center ring below opened its swirling black hole of a mouth and swallowed her. Afarra the Ant Whisperer leapt in after her.

No air! Ji-ji tried to take a breath. In her peripheral vision, she saw Afarra flail in the pitch dark. Her sister was drowning!

As suddenly as it had descended, the darkness lifted. The real Ji-ji reached out to the real Afarra and held her tight. Afarra grasped a trembling Circus in her arms.

“He is drowning us!” Afarra cried.

“Who?” Ji-ji asked.

“The game!” Afarra cried. “The game is the one doing it!”

Over Afarra’s shoulder, Ji-ji saw Lotter slam his hand into the balcony’s bulletproof glass that separated him from the carnage, just like he did on the night of the coup. To the sound of splintering glass, the holographic avatars were sucked back into the screen.

A computer voice with a British accent echoed through the darkness. “The Hell’s Yells of Armistice are victorious. You are dead, Angel Birdgirl. You are dead, Ant Whisperer. Would you like to play again?”

Ji-ji hurled the controller onto the rug. “What the hell was Lucky thinking?” she cried.

The woman’s voice continued: “After this message from the game’s sponsors, tap the info button on your controllers to access footage that reveals what really goes on in the Territories. This footage from Planting 437 is disturbing. It should not be viewed by minors.” The Friends must have inserted those shocking images from Murder-Mouth into the game! Before Ji-ji could prevent it, Afarra, in a kind of terrified trance, tapped the info button.

Ji-ji sprang up and rushed to turn the game off. As the appalling images from Planting 437 leapt out and surrounded them, Computer Woman kept talking. The pitiful, deceased mother Ji-ji and Charra found in Murder-Mouth cradled … Cradled what? Still impossible to say what exactly it was after the experiments the steaders had performed on it. Ji-ji screamed when the mutilated mother sprang to life and held out what must have been her arm in supplication. The zombie mother’s fingers pierced Ji-ji’s skin like ice picks.

From the sofa, in a barely audible whisper, Afarra said, “We are dead now. Like them.”

Ji-ji’s hands shook as she struggled to turn the game off. In a tone as measured as panic allowed, she assured Afarra the image wasn’t real.

Afarra was still petrified. “Circus is very scared,” she said. “He is hiding. He says we do not fly the coop. We stay here in the safety house forever.” She crouched down to address the Pomeranian, who trembled under the sofa. “Don’t be scared, Circus. Chaff Man Black Hood is not picking us. We are safe in the safety house in the Berkshires.”

Afarra jumped up suddenly. “What if this is being the game not the one inside the comsole? What if this is the dream part we think is the wake-me-up?”

“For god’s sake, Afarra! You gotta ask easier questions.”

The abject fear in Afarra’s eyes prompted Ji-ji to abandon the console and hurry back to where she stood. Tenderly, she eased her little sister onto the sofa and hugged her again.

“This is not the dream,” Ji-ji said, earnestly. “We’re awake, I promise. I’ll prove it.”

She hurried back to the console and punched the power button so hard that sparks flew. The screen went dark; Computer Woman’s voice fell silent. All that was left of the pitiful mother and child from Murder-Mouth were fading points of light no bigger than fireflies. Lured out from under the sofa by the lights, Circus leapt to catch them.

“The game is dead now?” Afarra asked.

“Dead as a dodo,” Ji-ji replied.

It took a while for their hearts to stop pounding, but at last they calmed down enough to head to their rooms.

Ji-ji crawled into bed exhausted. She told herself it was only a game. Didn’t make sense to be traumatized by it. Lucky had a lot to answer for, so did the idiots who decided that giving people nightmares would be a great way to fundraise for Reunification.

A few minutes later, Ji-ji heard the wood floor squeak and the wooden beads on the wizard’s Seeing-Eye necklace clunk together as Afarra clambered into bed next to her.

“I can hear you,” Ji-ji said.

“I stay—yes?” Afarra was already scrunched down under the covers.

“Your feet are freezing!” Ji-ji complained, yet she was grateful for the company.

“I am not liking Bloodbird,” Afarra said, after she’d tucked Circus in between them. “The red shooting one who kill you with the rocket. He is the Grand Inquisitor, isn’t it? The game turn him into a bird to fool us. But he is not a bird like on the blackbird quilt. He is a prey bird.”

“A pray bird? Oh—you mean a bird of prey.”

“Yes, it is what I say. A prey bird. Fly the Coop is not like the safety Berkshires.”

“You’re right,” Ji-ji agreed. “It’s better here in the Berkshires where we’re safe.”

Ji-ji didn’t say a place that doesn’t look like a cage could still act like one; she didn’t say covering forty-three acres for a Wingchild was equivalent to walking round a prison yard for a normal human; she didn’t say she felt the weight of the future on her shoulders every day; and most of all, she didn’t say the steaders have killed some of our dearest friends. What good would it do? Afarra and Circus snuggled up against her back as if it weren’t strange at all.

“When they tie me in the shed, he poke me,” Afarra said, softly. “He do it but it don’t fit. Still he do it. Sloppy she watches, but Black Hood Chaff Man is the one does it. He drop Circus too. When he is being drunk. Plonk! on the floor. Me an’ Circus think to kill but no need. I ask the Reverend Dreamer King to do it. We stay in the safety house in the Berkshires forever, yes?”

Ji-ji couldn’t bring herself to make a promise like that. To avoid lying to the sister she loved, she took the coward’s way out and snored softly.

“Be very quiet, Circus,” Afarra whispered. “Angel is sleeping.”

Ji-ji had begun to tumble over the merciful waterfall that separates wakefulness from sleep when the night-light, their sole shield against the dark, went out.

Afarra shot up in bed. “Dark! Dark!” she cried. “The trees say, ‘Fly the coop!’”

The waterfall tumble into sleep morphed into a geyser and thrust Ji-ji awake.

Ever since her lonely vigil at Luvlydoll’s bedside listening to her baby sister’s rasping final breaths, Ji-ji had been terrified of the dark. She reminded herself she was the eldest. She had no choice but to be brave. She scrambled out of bed, told Afarra she would be right back, grabbed a flashlight, and ran to the kitchen to search for another night-light.

Calmer now, Afarra called after her: “Get me a drink, Elly! Grape juice is my favorite!”

“I’m not your Serverseed!” Ji-ji called back. “You’ll spill it on my sheets.”

“No spillings this time, Elly. I promise.”

Only when Ji-ji slid out one of the fancy chilling drawers to get a juice box did she understand the extent of the problem. Forgetting Afarra could hear her, she swore out loud.

“What is the problem?” Afarra called out.

The sound of bare feet slapping wood floors and the pad-pad of paws on the wood floor.

Afarra entered the kitchen and rushed over to Ji-ji. “Why is all this lights out?” she cried.

“It’s nothing. When I slammed my hand down on the game it must’ve blown something in the house. Or could be the solar’s on the blink again.”

“No, Elly! Dark is all around an’ everywhere!”

Ji-ji hurried to the window and looked out. As far as the eye could see, no lights in any building on the compound. Why weren’t the backup generators working?

Ji-ji heard something in the distance and eased the window open slightly to listen. Fat raindrops on a tin roof: Phit-phit, phit-phit-phit, a sound she’d heard before. Where? During the raid on Planting 437, and again during the attack in the Dream.

Not rain. Gunfire! The compound was under attack!

Ji-ji grabbed Afarra’s hand and tore back to the bedroom. Circus scurried after them.

Ji-ji grabbed her caller from her desk, checked it. Dead! “Where’s your caller, Afarra?”

“In-in my r-room.” They raced to find it.

Afarra’s caller lay on her bed. Ji-ji picked it up and entered the emergency code. Dead!

Afarra buried her head in the Pomeranian’s fur. In a muffled voice she said, “The executioner is finding us again, Circus! Don’t be scared. I protect you.”

Ji-ji tried to comfort her. “Chaff Man’s dead. It’s not him, I promise.”

Ji-ji remembered the emergency satellite phone in the kitchen and rushed down the hallway, Afarra and Circus in pursuit. She pulled open the drawer. Empty! Impossible!

A noise! “Someone’s at the front door!” Ji-ji whispered. “Someone with keys! Keep Circus quiet. We gotta get my gun from my room.”

The route back to her bedroom took them right past the front door. They tore down the hallway toward the bedroom, but they weren’t fast enough.

The front door was shoved open. A blast of cool air shot down the hallway.

A burly figure rushed in and closed the door behind him. He carried a lamp. He flicked it on.

“Norville!” they cried in unison.

The moment she spotted the gun in his hand, Ji-ji knew who’d snatched the satellite phone. Norville turned to look at them and shook his head like someone who regretted what he was about to do.

Left with a single, desperate option, Ji-ji hurled Afarra and Circus to one side and unfurled the only weapon of its kind in the world.

As she half charged, half flew toward the Viking, Angel Birdgirl’s ineffable wings swooshed like purple flames.






4 THE MOST SHAMEFUL THING SHE’S EVER DONE


When there are so many big bastards in the world, small is the biggest problem.

Afarra, huddled by the wall with Circus, never knew Norville was a big bastard till Elly flung her and Circus aside and unfurled her Purple Tears.

Elly doesn’t look like Elly or Ji-ji or Jellybean. She looks like Angel Birdgirl. She looks like ATTACKATTACKATTACK!

“Help us!” Afarra pleads, to everyone in particular, while Circus makes the throaty sound he makes when he’s too terrified to bark.

Afarra is wearing the wizard’s magic wooden necklace of painted eyes. She clutches it against her chest and surrenders to its chaos. Divisions fall away. She is Here and Now and Then and There. She is yesterday and tomorrow.

In the dark, she hears bells: Clang! Clang! Clang! The bells sound vicious. The wizard’s Seeing-Eye necklace is seeing too much. Backward, forward, the Eyes leap across the fry-fence that separates the past from the present and the future, her world from other people’s. Sometimes the wizard’s necklace is a curse—everyone else’s everywheres crowding out her own where. But tonight she can bear it if she doesn’t have to see Elly die in front of their eyes.

Afarra jerks her hand away and the necklace shushes. She tells herself not to be afraid, remembers what Sylvie told her when Cropmaster Herring blew the wizard’s brains out on his Death Day. “He will rise for certainty. Look for your friend. He is already on his way.”

Her own reflection melts away and she sees the wizard in the mirror glass sometimes, staring at her with her own bugged-out eyes. It scares her when that happens. She should be Afarra her own damn self and he should be Wizard Dreg. But how do you explain this? Not easy for someone like her who only has a few words (plus the wizard dictionary) to draw from.

Don’t die, Elly, Afarra thinks. Circus an’ me will never laugh again if you do.

Before Chaff Man and Sloppy snatched Afarra and imprisoned her in the shed for days, she used to attack without hesitation. For example, she attacked Lucky when he is playing a guard on the planting and Elly is trying to slit his throat and she is trying to protect cos she doesn’t know he’s playing. But after Chaff Man and Sloppy snatched her in D.C. things changed. Chaff Man’s poking made her courage evaporate (the wizard’s word). She remembers the Dimmer-dead who escaped from Chaff Man’s mouth when he spoke—all the dead the executioner executed. Now she is a COWARDICE through and through.

The little voice in Afarra’s head wants to know if Norville is a real killer or if he’s come to save them. But the Freedom Twins on Elly’s back are saying, “Fight like the devil!” and that is enough for her. Yes, she will fight like the devil with Elly nownownow!

Except she doesn’t. Cos everything outside is shaky-shaky and everything inside is shaky-shaky too. She tries to say, “Elly, don’t die!” till someone snatches her voice away. (Chaff Man, she suspects, or Sloppy, his sidekick.)

A terrible shame to learn that her friend Norville Viking is being a big bastard all along. She likes him very much—with his pretty hair, slick and jellified, and his nice smile, and the way he handymans around the house. But now she knows the truth. Norville has the same evil inside him as Chaff Man, the same evil as the cardinal who shot off Elly’s wing in the game, and the same evil as Cropmaster Herring, Vanguard Casper, and the other steaders and seeds who plowed her into bleeding. The main problem with evil is that there’s so much of it to go around.

She hears Man Cryday’s far-off voice say, “Listen! Listen!” Afarra tries so hard to listen her eyes sting and so do the wooden Seeing Eyes on the wizard’s necklace. She wonders if she is being punished. If she is, she knows why.

In the game, after the cardinal blasted her wing off, Elly fell into the black hole. So of course Afarra leapt in after her, not realizing she’d done an unforgivable thing. She’d left Circus behind! Circus didn’t have his own avatar cos he wasn’t there for the coup in the coop, so she couldn’t grab him and pull him down with her. But in her mind, she didn’t do it either. Didn’t think of him once!

At least right now she is protecting Circus the warrior dog (hold him tight-tight-tight, hear his little heart go ba-BOOM, ba-BOOM!) as Elly the Birdgirl struggles to smack the daylights out of Norville the Viking, who has a gun to kill with, not defend.

Afarra should go wrench the gun from Norville’s hand or get Elly’s gun hidden in her bedroom to shoot and save the day. Like the time Afarra had a gun in the Dream Coop. She wanted to shoot Lotter, but she didn’t cos something told her not to. A voice in her head—the wizard’s?—warned her: “Lotter has a part to play. Do not pull the trigger.”

And another thing to dreadful everything. Today something terrible happened. She doesn’t know what, but she felt it when she got out of the bath and saw it in Elly’s eyes. She was desperate to ask Elly what was wrong, but that would mean getting an answer. So she told Norville over and over to liven the game, hoping Fly the Coop will make Elly happy. But the clever game plan backfires after Elly’s wing is sheared off by a cardinal. Not a good time to be. Afarra does her usual trick and swaps it for a lick from Circus.

“Only one thing to do, Circus,” Afarra whispers. “We gotta bind our time, wait for the right moment to join Elly in the attack.” Or is it bide our time? No. It’s bind. Just like she is binding Time and putting him away in a drawer when Chaff Man Cherub Holleran snatches her and plows her in the shed out back while Sloppy Delilah Moon is doing the dishes and Chaff Man is doing the poking down there in the soreness and Sloppy is singing her sadness song like an angel in between the torture parts. Circus-Hero the Pomeranian starts the countdown to happy-ever-after. He is her accomplice. He nudges the knife Sloppy is forgetting to take with her. Nudges it with his tiny nose so she can reach it and untie herself. How can she ever thank Circus enough? She has promised to protect him for all the ages to come.

One thought topples the fearfulness: Circus is the smallest of all and Chaff Man one of the biggest, but the Pomeranian escapes from the shed out back without detection (the wizard’s word) and so does she. Therefore—another wizard word—small is not the problem in the end, it is the solution. Chaff Man and Sloppy made a big mistake. They thought small was always only small. Wizard-in-her-head nods. He is liking that clever therefore. Probably cos he planted it.

The problem isn’t only Bastard Norville. The problem is also the gun. Afarra has seen what guns can do. She has tried to gather up the bits they leave behind and remember them as whole people. But guns scream so loud they make you forget what people look like.

A sudden jolt as she fast-forwards into NOW! The creature Afarra is closest to in the universe (apart from Elly, of course, and Uncle Dreg) squeals in terror. Afarra hugs him, says, “Don’t be scared, Circus. Elly is the winner.” A lie. But so is a wish in her opinion.

Afarra knows why the Pomeranian squeals in terror. (Or is that her?) He remembers Chaff Man the Executioner. That is how come the little dog thinks he is in jeopardy. (Uncle Dreg’s word.) Afarra was in jeopardy when Chaff Man plowed her in the shed behind his house in D.C. Dream City. How come it happened there? On a planting you anticipate that type of violation. (The wizard’s words again.) Not in the City of Dreams.

The albino Dreamer King (the only reverend in the history of people who ever dragged a hunk of a mountain called Despair behind him) guards the Dream to protect the seeds who pilgrimage their way to his statue of white stone.

Afarra doesn’t blame the Reverend Dreamer King for letting his guard down that day when Chaff Man and Sloppy snatched her off the Mall. When you have to protect thousands of seed refugees camped around your statue, how can you save everyone all the time? And it could be the Reverend Dreamer’s plan was to let her be snatched so she could save Circus.

Afarra whispers a promise: “Don’t worry, Circus, you will never get snatched cos I will never anymore forget to take you with me like I did in the game, which doesn’t count cos it’s a game. If we die together, I join the Dimmer tribe an’ find you. I promise.”

Afarra will always remember this safehouse. The most beautiful house ever built, with a fireplace in the living room where they do their living business, and a gizmo kitchen full of modern gadgets to do your bidding. With a flower rug and two rocking chairs—one for each—and other chairs unbroken, and a shiny wooden table without a wobbly leg, and the curtains they draw for privacy all their own.

The Game is dead, Afarra thinks. We never have to play it again.

“No, silly,” the Game says. “I have just begun.”

Afarra needs to distract the whimpering Circus, who squirms in her arms like a caught fish. She whispers, “You say it like this, Circus: Burk-shas. It is being my favorite name for a place to live in the universe, okay?”

Afarra knows how terrible it feels to be left in a fearful place to fend for yourself. She tells herself, “Don’t run, you Cowardice!” But when she allows herself to peek through her fingers, she sees Elly the Birdgirl and Norville the Bastard locked in a fight to the death, and she cannot watch him blast her brave sister to smithereens. She cannot bring herself to pick up the Elly shards. Some things can’t be sewn back together with a million needles and all the thread in the world. (Tiro knows this, the wizard-in-her-head tells her. He’s been trying to sew his murdered twin back together for years.) So Afarra does the most shameful thing she’s ever done. While the battle rages, she runs to the door, looks back at the rush of purple wings, cradles Circus tight under her arm so he can’t fly away and runsrunsruns out into the dark!

She runs across the clearing, hears the poppa-pop-pop of bullets nearby. No one shoots her. She checks. No one shoots Circus either. She checks that too. She takes cover among the trees. In her nightshirt. Heartbroken. A Weeping in the Woods.

Cloth-33h/437, the outcast who used to live in the Territories, sniffs the air, smells the stench of death and violence, the stench of NOW! As a Serverseed on the lowest rung of the steaders’ Great Ladder, she knows the stench of horror. She bends over to catch her breath, stands up, and there he is. Two arm lengths away.

Uncle Dreg—come back as a Dimmer ghost!

Afarra’s bare feet are fixed to the ground. Has he glued them there? She doesn’t know.

His white, cotton candy hair billows from his head like smoke, but his skull isn’t blown apart like it was at the end, and his eyes are not the same as the blinding white eyes of the other Dimmer-dead she’s seen. His kind eyes belong to him, filled to the brim with pity. Strung around his neck, the pair of wooden balls the guards made him wear on his Death Day—painted eyes crazy looking. A mockery, Elly said. He wears the soiled boycloth the steaders dressed him in. Like an old-person’s cloth diaper, the bulky boycloth makes his legs look too skinny to bear his weight. Like her own skin, the wizard’s skin is dark enough to hide inside at night, which is why she almost missed him.

Afarra can’t think of anything intelligent to say to a dead wizard, so she says the first thing that pops into her head.

“Hi, Uncle Dreg. This is my friend Circus the Pomeranian. He is small on the outside an’ large on the inside. He is saving me in the Dream so I save him now.”

Uncle Dreg nods. The nod tells her she doesn’t need to explain cos he knows everything already. Unlike the other Dimmer-dead she’s met, Uncle Dreg-Dim isn’t angry. He doesn’t try to hurt her. That’s when she knows she was wrong about Dimmers. Not all of them are out for vengeance. Some come back to stop the Cowardice that is you from digging your own grave with your bare hands and burying yourself alive.

She hasn’t seen a Dimmer since the battle at the Dream Coop. Not a sliver, not a maggot, not a stinky-wormy wisp of one. She reaches out to touch his arm. He smiles again as her hand touches nothing but the dark. She remembers what his alive-self told her: “Dimmers don’t occupy space the way we do. You cannot reach out to touch them. You have to reach in. We, the Living, make room for space, but the tribe of Dimmer-dead force space to make room for them.”

She half sobs, half hiccups her confession: “Uncle Dreg, forgive me! I r-run! I leave Elly behind! With the bodyguard k-killer! With a g-gun! I am very scared of big bastards. That is the problem for smalls like me an’ Circus.” Dimmer Dreg nods again. His eyes look right through her, like she’s Here and Not-Here at the same time so he sees her in both places at once.

Then he does something so amazing she has to blink hard to make sure she’s seen it. Uncle Dreg-Dim smiles at her! A big, broad smile that says, I forgive you for being a Cowardice. I love you like my own grandchild. The Eyes will tell you where to go. So will your friends the trees. Listen to the birds too, my child, for they are Rememberers who see through the blizzard of Purple Tears and recall the exaltation of flight. Though some of us will be lost—must be lost—our world does not end inside a circle of sorrow.

A stiff breeze shudders the trees. Uncle Dreg-Dim takes a deep breath. (Or it could be the breath came first and it wasn’t a breeze at all.) How can there be cooling breezes, the wizard’s ghost continues, without the flapping of wings to move the air? The elemental desire to rise fuels us all. Listen to the Eyes, commune with the trees, and fly with the birds. Fly, sweet Afarra! Take little Circus and fly a way home!

She’s flown with Elly already in the mural picture Elly drew when they lived in the Aerie in Dream City D.C. The two of them were flying to the moon. (Important reminder, Afarra thinks. Ask Elly to put Circus in the mural next time so he can fly away too.)

“What to do next, Uncle Dreg-Dim?” Afarra asks out loud. “Where to go?”

Wizard Dreg-Dim raises his spectral arm, swivels around, and points directly ahead. At first, all Afarra sees is his back. Then his back and his front merge and she sees both at once. It should scare her to see him coming and going but it doesn’t.

She hears the pop of gunfire. He hears it too. Something—the trees?—says, “HURRY! FLY THE COOP!” And at last she understands they weren’t speaking about the game. The trees were telling her to run!

Uncle Dreg drifts into the dark. A shadow among shadows.

Afarra takes off like a rocket. The wind picks up. A chorus of leafy tongues cry, “FLY THE COOP!”

“Yes, I know,” Afarra tells them. “Keep your hair on! I am doing it!”

The Eyes round her neck see around corners in the dark.

The trees urge her forward as three midnight birds flit from one rooted friend to another, singing of a magical path to the moon.






5 I’M-A-GOD IN LIBERIA


Captain Amadeus “I’m-a-God” Nelson had been a fool to set out with fighters as green as the half dozen kids who cowered behind him. As spiteful raindrops stabbed them in the pitch darkness, the sleep-deprived captain told himself it was rain, not bullets. Not yet.

His pitiful band of teen warriors believed the Black American from the Disunited States had everything all figured out. He didn’t have the heart to tell them he was even less well equipped to handle this raid than they were. Years ago, Zyla Clobershay had warned him his hubris would be the death of him. Turned out, she was right. Agreeing to lead a waddle of kids into the heart of the bush was the most shameful, reckless thing he’d ever done.

Jammed up against the wall of a derelict structure that looked like it had functioned at one time as the administrative building for a mining corporation, Amadeus wished he’d never set foot in Liberia. A hundred yards or so from where they crouched in hiding, people were being loaded into two of the fanciest transport planes he’d ever seen. The captives wouldn’t be people for long. The conversion from human to botanical began as soon as they were snatched.

When Captain Nelson saw the size of the force they were up against (his troops called him “Captain,” though rank meant nothing in this pathetic excuse for an army), despair almost pushed him to his knees. The kiddie warriors lined up behind him didn’t stand a chance. The enemy—armed with assault rifles that minced flesh in milliseconds, ammo strung around their bodies like lights around a Christmas tree—outnumbered them three or four to one. To make matters worse, he wasn’t in a fit state to lead. What he’d seen when he’d gone back into the Dream Coop to retrieve Zyla’s body had messed him up. But who among his bedraggled forces could take over when most were children, as destitute and ignorant as he used to be?

I’m-a-God as Pied Piper, that’s who he was now. The damaged leader of a children’s crusade.

When they’d come upon the two transport planes, Confidence Cooper, one of the girl soldiers, had grabbed the hem of his jacket. Amadeus tried not to think about how small her fist felt as it tugged on his clothing. Confidence claimed she was seventeen; Amadeus was confident she was lying. She’d told him she’d joined up after her ma and sister went to fetch wood for the cook fire, were snatched, and most likely transported from one of the old airfields the human traffickers used—Foya, Voinjama, or Nimba. Confidence listed the names off as if knowing which airfield her family had flown from was the clue to saving them. He didn’t tell her that their efforts to put a dent in a trafficking system as entrenched as this one were laughable.

Maybe he should have taken Tiro up on the offer he’d made when he showed up out of the blue at Titus Greene’s camp with his Dreamfleet duffel bag slung over his shoulder. The fly-boy claimed he’d journeyed to the Cradle to see if his Great-Uncle Dreg had been right to call it the most beautiful continent in the world. “Decided to come home,” Tiro said. “See for myself what the fuss is about.” Amadeus understood Tiro’s need to do something meaningful. He shared it. But Tiro the Pterodactyl, the fly-boy who’d flown the Dream as if it was his birthright, wasn’t the Tiro who’d shown up at the Freedom fighters’ camp. Tiro 2.0 was jumpy as hell. Swore he was off the hard stuff but smoked weed constantly and carried a bunch of what looked like hard drugs tucked inside prescription-med bottles.

Apart from his drug-sopping, there was another reason why Amadeus had ordered Tiro to head back to Boston and sober up. If something happened to Dreg’s great-nephew, the kid many saw as the wizard’s successor, how would he explain to Zaini, Man Cryday, Ji-ji, and the others why he hadn’t sent him packing? The boy needed a shrink and a mom so badly Amadeus had been tempted—albeit briefly—to counsel and parent him himself. But the last thing he needed was another life he felt obliged to save. He circled back to the problem at hand and studied the planes again.

In this unlikely location on the edge of the Known World, the state-of-the-art transports made no sense. He’d heard about these tiltrotor planes that could carry more than fifty passengers and lift off vertically, but he’d never seen one before. Once airborne, they became fixed-wing turbo-props.

He had to admit these two were impressive. Looked brand spanking new too. Like their vertical take-off forebears, these aircraft had a checkered safety history. Guess you could argue that if the kidnapped villagers were lucky, they’d never make it to their destination. The planes weren’t capable of making it all the way across the Atlantic, so what Amadeus couldn’t figure out was why someone would use high-tech transport planes to ferry captives down to Monrovia. Human trafficking was very profitable, especially given the severity of the labor shortage around the world, but planes like these would put a huge dent in the pickers’ profit margins. Must be carrying something else to sell on the black market. Diamonds? Lithium? Yeah, could be one of those. A rogue mining company likely built this facility to ship out illicit merchandise, kept some of the forced labor for themselves, and shipped off the rest to the Homestead Territories. A slew of dubious mining corporations were in bed with the Territories before the global crackdown on the Disunited States’ seed trade made some of them think twice.

Amadeus cursed Major Titus Greene, the Liberian Friend of Freedom who’d sent them on this mission and dubbed his sorry band of child soldiers “God’s Special Forces.” If he ever saw him again, he’d punch the smile off his face. Titus, who relished using American idioms, had assured his new captain this mission would be “a walk in the park.” They would be up against two or three pickers with a few rusty weapons loading a handful of seeds into a prop plane the size of a hut. Titus said the large-scale maneuvers were carried out in Monrovia, where runways were long enough for larger transports. Amadeus should never have trusted him, pompous asshole. Yet, if he was honest, he’d been itching to go on a suicide mission.

A few months back, Man Cryday had used the magic word that got him mixed up in this shitty Freedom fighter business. Cryday told him Titus and his troops were monitoring unusual activity all over the plateau regions and the northern highlands of Liberia. Aware of the bounties on their heads, she shared with him that Toteppi had taken refuge in the north to escape a “cleansing.” Toteppi was the magic word—his tribe, the one he vaguely remembered some man—a relative?—saying were his people. Too young to have a clear recollection of what the man said, he’d felt the significance of the whispered disclosure. Was it disclosed to him in a transport plane when he was a small child, or had he dreamed it?

Amadeus pulled out a pair of night-vision binoculars from the large inner pocket of his jacket. Along with two high-caliber semi-automatics, the binoculars were one of the few useful pieces of equipment Titus, notorious for his stinginess, had provided him with. He swiped the rain off the lenses so vigorously he nearly dropped them into the mud. Must be over ninety-five degrees in this tropical steam bath yet he couldn’t stop shivering. Didn’t make sense. Wasn’t fear, he knew that much. Could be he’d transitioned into the chill of death already—his body anticipating his demise before his foolishness dictated it. Felt like he was dead and alive at the same time. Yeah, he’d got that trick down pat.

Amadeus had arrived in Liberia via the Cote d’Ivoire during Harmattan. He’d stayed for a couple months on the coast, then headed into the bush and taken a crash course on survival with Liberian Friends of Freedom, who’d taught him how to fight in the bush. For an old guy he learned fast, one of them told him. But now he knew he hadn’t learned nearly fast enough. Christ, he felt old in this country of juveniles, where chances were good you’d never make it past forty, which meant he’d lived more than a decade longer than he should have. No country for old men, he thought. (He’d seen that old movie once, been repulsed by the expressionless sadism of the White protagonist, an all-too-familiar type of evil.) He’d give almost anything for a few hours on the coast again where it was less like a sauna. He’d been spoiled in D.C. Gotten accustomed to AC and other luxuries, softened up. God knows he was paying for it now.

He peered through the binoculars. Roughly eighty prisoners and twenty or more heavily armed pickers. Soon as they touched down in the Father-City of Armistice, every last one of the captives would be inventoried as “Indentured Imports,” the steaders’ euphemism for seeds, and severed from the rights enjoyed by the human race.

Amadeus considered giving the kid soldiers behind him a pep talk but decided against it. If he asked them to run toward the plane, they’d do it. If he asked them to slit a few throats, most of them would try to do that too. At least three of them had killed before—Bossy Boy, who was female, and two of the males, Hero the Great and Ringo. Or were the experienced killers Jonah and Thomas? His pep talk would be short and sweet: “Hey, kids. I’m halfway to rigor mortis if the cold in my bones is anything to go by. Wanna hitch a ride?”

When Amadeus Nelson used to coach D.C.’s Dreamfleet—tough to believe that was only a couple years ago—his voice had reverberated through the Dream Coop’s sound system like the voice of God, courtesy of his twelve engineers up in the control booth. Some sports pundit who knew what deus meant had given him the name I’m-a-God. Even though almost all the flyer-battler pros were Black, Latin, or former seeds, conducting a coop and serving as head coach were jobs reserved for fairskins in the Territories, and in most of the Liberty Independents and Unaligned Territories as well. He’d been one of only a handful of Black men in history to conduct a coop and coach a pro team of flyer-battlers, and the only former outcast ever to do so.

Looking back, he couldn’t fathom why he’d put so much faith in a dream if all he’d done in reality was train fake birds of paradise and fake birds of prey to fight fake battles for money. Ironic to think how the thirty-thousand-seat Dream Coop was where his dreams came to fruition and his worst nightmare occurred. Now, for him at least, the grand dream was over.

Zyla’s shot-to-pieces body haunted him. When he’d picked up her shredded corpse, everything of consequence fell away with her flesh. Madness to go back into that blood-soaked arena to hunt for her body when every secessionist sympathizer in D.C. was on the lookout for him. Only the chaos of a coup enabled him to make it down to Dimmers Wood with her pitiful remains. He and Man Cryday buried her in the sacred wood. A safe place where she could rest undisturbed. It felt right to bury the fearless White woman among the trees Man Cryday called the Wardens of Slow Things. After decades of hectic doing, slowness was what he yearned for.

The tree witch, however, didn’t have much patience with grown men who indulged in self-pity. Wasn’t long before she ordered him to stop moping around in Memoria and do something useful. He should have told her to mind her own damn business. He’d been at peace in Memoria’s caves and treehouses, living among her Freedom fighters. Didn’t have to hear vain, high-maintenance fly-boys whining, or listen to ruthless Dreamfleet owners who cared only for profit. But when she’d uttered the magic word Toteppi, it roused something within him he couldn’t fight. If Zyla were fighting beside him, she’d be as impatient with him as Man Cryday was. “Get a grip, Deus,” she’d say, a name she used when he acted like a jerk. “Behind you are half a dozen kids who deserve not to die tonight. Grow a pair and save them.”

Only Zyla wasn’t there. He wouldn’t want her to be either. Her nearly bifurcated corpse was resting in peace in the witch’s sacred wood. Maybe he’d go back there and pay her a visit? See the old witch too. Yeah, maybe he’d do that if he made it out of this mess alive.

Amadeus scanned the scene once again. The pickers—most of them White, a few Black or mixed, looked like—had lined up the cuffed and shackled captives. A bespectacled man (a doctor?) with a bigass flashlight did a cursory inspection of hair, eyes, mouths, and mobility before the kidnapped were permitted to ascend the ramp to their assigned transport plane. The pickers shoved women and children into one transport, men into the other. The wails of the prisoners couldn’t outdo the torrential rain or the noise of the engines, yet still their anguish pierced the darkness.

Three of the male captives tried to run. Their shackled ankles and wrists prevented them from covering more than a few yards before the pickers shot them in the back. Amadeus viewed their terror through his binoculars, sickened by the same helplessness he used to feel as a Serverseed outcast.

Just then, the movements of a skinny Black man in a white suit and a wide-brimmed, floppy white hat caught his eye. The man darted from one captive to the next. What the hell was he doing dressed like some pimp? Close on his heels, a man with a gigantic see-through umbrella waged a losing battle with the rain. The umbrella man slipped in the mud. The fool in white must have realized how ineffectual he was and waved him away.

Was Floppy White Hat a picker? No. Pickers were in it for the money. Indifferent to the plight of the “seeds” they “harvested,” these masked mercenaries outfitted themselves in camo or black so they could move stealthily through the bush. This skinny moron stood out big-time. As if the glaringly white suit and hat didn’t make him a tempting enough target, he’d further pimpified himself with a heavy gold chain. Fat gold rings adorned his skinny fingers.

The man removed his floppy hat to wipe his brow. Are those diamonds? Yep. Diamond earrings the size of marbles. Odds were good the ostentatious fool would be earring-less by the time the pickers left. Earless too, if the pickers were in a hurry.

Floppy Hat yelled in the captives’ faces and used his skinny finger as a cattle prod. Must be a local chieftain—a paramount chief? Amadeus didn’t know enough about Liberia to say for certain. Scooch up a bit closer and it wouldn’t be difficult to shoot Floppy’s head off. Whizzbang! Nothing but neck. Two or three seconds of satisfaction before the pickers picked off the Pied Piper and his pitiful pickneys one by one.

Amadeus had started to lower his binoculars when a sudden movement in one of the lines of prisoners prompted him to raise them again. Two women rushed up to Floppy Hat and caught hold of his arm. From here, looked like they were appealing for mercy. Fools. Didn’t they know they wouldn’t be here if the bejeweled motherfucker had any? Unlike other captives, neither of the women was shackled at the ankles, nor were their wrists bound. Their clothes looked expensive. Two of the chief’s wives, must be, clutching their small children. Floppy’s offspring, he presumed. The women fell to their knees, sobbing so violently Amadeus fancied again he could hear them above the storm. The women’s audacity enraged Floppy, who turned on them. Kicked and punched them with the type of relish sadists exhibit.

Floppy got way more than he bargained for when one of the pickers turned the tables, grabbing him and yelling in his face. Probably mad as hell that he’d damaged the cargo. Whatever it was the picker said amused the hell out of the other pickers. Chastened into submission, Floppy backed off fast.

Amadeus lowered the binoculars and raised his gun. He longed to blow the man’s floppy head off. But killing the fool in the white suit and the stupid white target hat would be suicide. He’d literally be blowing off someone else’s nose to spite his own face. He heard Zyla’s voice in his head, remembered the children trailing after him like ducklings, and lowered his gun.

Out of any good options, he went over his bad ones again and did the math. Grown men constituted only about a third of the prisoners. Wouldn’t get much help from the mothers with infants strapped to their backs, or from the many children among them. Or from the men either, not when they were shackled. Twenty-five pickers or thereabouts. Twenty-four too many.

Unwisely, he glanced back at his shivering band of fighters. Briefly, he ached to shield them from everything—the truth, pain, poverty, the present, the future, the West, rain, bullets, death that collided with them out of nowhere like a truck at an intersection.… He usually avoided children. They got on his nerves. But the thought of leading these innocents to slaughter made him sick.

He gave them an order: “On my command, retreat into the bush.”

The downpour and the planes’ engines drowned out his words. Amadeus mimed his orders instead. He would hold his position, keep his weapon trained on the enemy and provide cover if needed. After he saw they were safe, he would beat a hasty retreat himself.

“There are way too many,” he told them, as if his teen soldiers had demanded a justification. “We’ll get slaughtered if we attempt a rescue.”

They stared at him with their large puppy eyes, wet as tears. He could almost smell their adolescent fear. Seems they weren’t keen on attacking either.

Confidence pulled on the hem of his jacket again and pointed in the direction of the pickers. Amadeus turned to look. What was going on at the end of the line of captives? Unseen by the pickers who were still giving Floppy hell, the two women he had beaten, each of them carrying a child, backed away from the group and staggered off in an easterly direction.

Instinctively, Amadeus stepped out from behind the building and frantically signaled to the women to head over this way instead. They didn’t see him. He scrambled back behind the wall and waited for the hail of bullets. He’d been lucky. The pickers hadn’t spotted him either.

He pulled out his binoculars again, searched through the storm-scarred darkness for the women … Found them! The two had taken cover behind a car-sized, burned-out prop plane. Could he sprint over to where they hid and guide them back to safety? No, he should wait—hope no one noticed two females and two kids had gone missing, rescue them after the plane took off.

Amadeus didn’t make a conscious decision to order his special forces to take off and run as fast as they could. It wasn’t his own mouth talking. It was I’m-a-God’s, the famous Dream Master he’d left behind in D.C., the fearless fly coach who’d gone back into a Dream Coop swarming with armed steaders and ravenous mutants to retrieve the body of the courageous woman he loved. The least shameful thing he’d ever done. Till now.

“Retreat into the bush!” he cried. “I’ll get the women.” The teens hesitated, reluctant to abandon their captain-father. He yelled at them again. “Goddammit! I’m giving you an order!”

The four boys—Thomas, Jonah, Hero the Great, and Ringo, along with Bossy Boy and Confidence, the two girls—didn’t move.

Shaking with frustration, Amadeus screamed at them this time. “Move, goddammit! Hide in the bush. If I don’t show in five minutes—six minutes, tops—head back to Major Greene.”

They still didn’t move. “Run, you stupid shits! Run before they see you!”

They stayed put. Amadeus couldn’t believe it. They’d never disobeyed an order before.

One of the boy soldiers, who shook so hard his teeth chattered, spoke up. “We are not knowing the way back to camp, Captain Nelson, sir.” An orphaned volunteer soldier from Monrovia, he had big ears, broken teeth, a missing toe, and a fondness for kung fu movies. Thomas—or was it Jonah? He always got those two muddled up.

Amadeus shoved a compass into the boy’s hand. “Use this. You’re my lieutenant, y’hear? If I don’t make it out, head southeast. When you’re in range, try the comm.”

Anointed as his lieutenant, the boy stammered out a denial that he could lead anything.

His captain ignored his protests. “Get back to camp safely, else you’ll have me to answer to. Wait four minutes, understand?” Had he said five minutes earlier? Who cares. None of his troops kept time worth a damn. He wanted to add something inspiring like “You can do this, Thomas, or Jonah, or whoever the fuck you are,” but there wasn’t time. He settled for a fatherly pat on the boy’s shoulder followed by a shove toward the rainforest silhouetted behind them.

“Go!” he urged. “NOW!” It worked. I’m-a-God’s Special Forces scurried off into blackness behind Acting Lieutenant Thomas … or Jonah.

Captain Nelson hadn’t expected to feel so alone after his small flock retreated. The depth of his loneliness took him by surprise. He turned back to see if the women still hid near the burned-out prop plane. Yep, still there. He needed to get them before they took off again, but he couldn’t work his way round to them under the cover of the bush. He’d have to run across an open patch of land in full view of the pickers. This was the dumbest idea he’d ever had. He consoled himself with the fact that, if the pickers spotted him, the women may have time to escape into the bush.

He took a deep breath and thought about all the stupid things he’d done in his life. The two vengeance murders he’d committed weren’t among his regrets, especially as they’d brought Zyla Clobershay into his life. Out loud he said, “Zy, you would’ve tried to save them, so this futile gesture’s all on you. You better be waiting for me on the other side.”

He was about to head off on his fool’s mission when he heard footsteps behind him. He told himself not to shoot. Probably one of the damn kids come back to play hero.

“S’only me,” a voice said. Not a kid voice—a man’s.

Amadeus swiveled round to face him. “What the fuck’re you doing here? You aiming to get your fuckin head blown off? Thought I told you to go home.”

“Figured you didn’t mean it. ’Sides, looks like you could use a friend.”

Amadeus looked at Tiro Dregulahmo, the fly-boy he’d trained in D.C., who stood in the pelting rain in the military fatigues Titus had given him, looking professional and surprisingly calm. Must be high, Amadeus thought. Exactly what I need—a drug-sop with a loaded gun.

“Wait with the others in the bush,” Amadeus commanded. “No point us both getting our heads blown off. If I don’t make it, lead the kids back to Titus.”

“Nope,” Tiro said, casually. “Don’t think I’ll do that, Coach.”

“I gave you an order, boy.”

“An’ I heard you. Thing is, I’m not officially a soldier or a boy neither. So you don’t get to boss me around no more, Coach … Cap’n Nelson. Been following you. Ran into your special forces in retreat. Major Greene asked me to keep an eye on things. Said you may need backup.”

“That sonuvabitch’ll need backup when I get to him,” Amadeus said.

Tiro took out some binoculars. “Where are they?” he asked, as he stepped out slightly from the wall’s cover to scan the area. “The women Confidence says needs rescuing?” Amadeus didn’t answer, but Tiro found them anyway. “Oh, there they are. Looks like they got kids with ’em. One looks like a kid herself. Fuck. Confidence wasn’t kidding. That’s a whole platoon of pickers! Why the fancyass planes in the middle of nowhere? They hauling contraband or diamonds or something? Okay, Cap’n. Guess I’ll grab one kid an’ you grab the other.”

“You deaf, boy? I told you to go join the—SHIT!”

Tiro had taken off like a rocket. Amadeus took off after him, as much like a rocket as a man over fifty could be. They sprinted through a thousand water-spears, feet splashing through a river of rain across an expanse as wide as recklessness.

To Nelson’s astonishment, the pickers didn’t spot them. Neither did the escapees till they pulled up to the charred prop plane and crouched down next to them.

Both women screamed at the same time. Thought they were the enemy. The pounding rain and the engines’ roar the only things that saved the group from detection.

Took a while to convince the women they were saviors, not pickers. Seemed like they believed dark-skinned Amadeus could be on their side, but light-skinned Tiro looked like a picker to them. Amadeus repeated the word “padi,” the Krio word for “friend” Titus had taught him. Didn’t work worth a damn. Like the rest of the crap Titus had fed him, this tip was a dud. Desperate to prevent the women from taking off, Amadeus reached for the first word that leapt into his head. He had no idea why it turned out to be the Tribal wizard’s name. “Dregulahmo, the Oziadhee Tribal wizard.” He patted the place where his heart used to be. “He was my padi. My friend. And this man’s great-uncle.” He patted Tiro on the head paternally.

The two women’s beaten-up faces filled with relief. One of them, the smaller of the two, looked at Tiro with awe and placed a trembling hand on his arm. “Prophet Dregulahmo,” she said, as if she believed Tiro was the executed wizard come back to life. For all Amadeus knew, in the version of the story they’d heard, Wizard Dregulahmo wasn’t dead. Fine. He’d take it.

Amadeus peered over the prop plane. Still no sign the pickers had seen them. He shouldered his rifle and, with some resistance on the part of the women who didn’t completely trust them yet, he took the largest of the two little ones from the older of the two. The little boy, a toddler, flung his arms around his neck and held on tight, like a child who’d found a loving father. Tiro took the other child from the younger woman.

Without looking back, they ran to the edge of the bush. I’m-a-God’s backpack smacked against him as he ran through floodwater so deep it seeped over the tops of his boots. Ferocious drops of rain stung his cheeks. Purple tears, he thought, for all those about to be taken.

They ran like the devil. A roll of thunder startled them. Nearby lightning danced through a traitorous sky. They were in full view. Amadeus ran directly behind Tiro and braced himself for a bullet in the back. If he was hit, the kid he carried may still survive. Tiro could carry both kids to safety. Amadeus knew now why he’d volunteered for this mission—to save these four.

Another lightning strike! He dared not turn around to see if the enemy had spotted him in the night’s momentary, perilous light. The child clutched his neck and sobbed into his chest.

Amadeus slipped in the mud but caught himself before he fell. The taller of the two women slipped in the mud too. With a fly-boy’s speedy reflexes, Tiro caught hold of her arm to prevent her from falling on her face. The smaller woman grabbed the taller one’s hand. They kept running.

Amadeus glanced back at the plane. Still didn’t look like they’d been spotted. He couldn’t believe their luck. They plunged into the bush. No way the pickers could see them now.

The taller woman began to shout questions to Amadeus, a couple of yards ahead of her. “Where are your men? You have a large army? You come to rescue us, yes?”

Amadeus ignored her. She’d find out soon enough.

A minute later they were deep inside the rainforest—still running for their lives and stumbling over whatever lay in wait for them in the bush.

Then Amadeus spotted them: his special forces, waiting much too close to danger for him to return. His heart leapt in his chest. More evidence he gave a damn after all.

Confidence screamed his name and Tiro’s. She rushed up with the others and hugged them both. “You think they come after us, Captain Nelson?” she asked.

“Huh!” the taller woman cried. “These pikins are your men! They save no one.”

Up close, her face was a mess. Floppy had done a number on it, for sure. One eye half closed, her nose bloody, the gash on her lip deep enough to need stitches. Astonished by how offended he felt by her critique, Amadeus rushed to defend his special forces.

“These ‘pikins’ have risked their lives to come here, woman! Show some respect!”

She wasn’t cowed. “You say you are the Prophet’s army. The famous one who cannot be defeated by death. You lie!”

Amadeus switched the child to his left arm so he could reach out and grab the woman by the elbow with his right. He jerked her toward him more roughly than he’d intended.

Tiro attempted to reason with the woman. “We never said shit about being—”

“Fine!” Amadeus railed. “Make your own way back. Here. Take your damn kid.” He let go of the woman’s elbow and attempted to hand the toddler off to her.

The woman took a step back, but by now Amadeus was livid. The boy, who thought it was a game, giggled in delight as he dangled from the captain’s strong hands. A stand-off.

Tiro interceded. “Hey, Cap. Be cool. She don’t mean nothin by it. An’ she’s right. This stealth force is pretty … you know … small.”

The smaller woman urged the taller one to see reason. “Nasma! I beg you! We cannot carry the children through the bush. Not when we are hurt. A big captain from America with child soldiers and the famous wizard nephew is better than nothing, isn’t it?”

Nasma dissolved into tears. Amadeus felt like crap. “The pickers snatch us!” Nasma cried. “He sell his wives for diamonds! He is wanting new wives who do not give him—” She looked at the other woman nervously and broke off. “Our husband is a pig!” she added.

“There are pigs everywhere, ma’am,” Amadeus pointed out. “World’s full of ’em.”

Nasma looked at him wretchedly. “Yes, this is true. But you were not married to one.”

“Good point,” Amadeus replied. “So—you coming with us or not?”

Nasma sniffed hard. “What choice do we have? Yes. We come.”

Amadeus cradled the boy-child in his arms again. He looked back at Tiro, who carried the other child. He ordered him to bring up the rear and check they weren’t being followed. So far, so good. But he wouldn’t feel safe till he heard the planes take off.

The group ran one behind the other, along flooded trails they could barely see. Around them the merciful bush grew more dense—a perfect shield. Rain obliterated their tracks.

Confident they weren’t being followed, Amadeus called back to Tiro and said he was slowing down so the women and kids could keep up.

Tiro grinned at him. “You sure it’s just the women an’ kids can’t keep up?”

Amadeus warned him to watch his mouth, but the anger he’d felt earlier had evaporated. There were four adults now, if you could count the smaller wife as a grown-up, and the two women knew this part of the bush well. They guided the group southward along footpaths they would surely have missed otherwise.

Ten or fifteen minutes later, Nasma tripped again. Hurt her foot this time. She limped after them in obvious pain. Tiro offered to carry Nasma if the smaller wife carried the smaller child for a while, but Nasma began to insist that she herself carry the child Amadeus was carrying, which made no sense at all when she could barely walk.

Amadeus slowed down near a small crop of rocks and called back to Nasma, who hobbled to where he stood. “We rest here. Let me take a look at that foot, see how bad it is.”

Eventually, the smaller wife, who told them her name was Starburst, managed to persuade Nasma to sit on a rock and rest for a moment. Amadeus noticed then that the rain had let up. The little boy in his arms was soaked through and shivering. The little girl Tiro carried looked even worse. Amadeus asked what the children’s names were. The smaller woman told them the boy, Nasma’s child, was called Junior. Her own child’s name was Baby.

So the child really is the mother, Amadeus thought. Poor kid.

“Baby,” Tiro said. “Like a baby, you mean?”

“It is a common name here,” Nasma said, in a tone that told him to mind his own damn business. “The child is nothing special.” Amadeus expected Starburst, Baby’s mother, to object. When she said nothing, he deduced that being a senior wife gave you dibs on obnoxiousness.

He had a dry T-shirt in his pack. He got it out and began to slip the little boy out of his wet clothing. Taking his cue from Amadeus, Tiro retrieved a T-shirt from his backpack and prepared to ease the other child out of her rain-soaked shirt.

With a start, Nasma caught on to what they were doing. She flung herself forward and tried to snatch Junior from Amadeus’ hands as Starburst tried to grab Baby from Tiro. Soon, both women were yelling in a language no one but Thomas (Jonah?) understood.

Somehow, the boy soldier managed to communicate to the wives that the captain from America would never hurt them. “They say not to change the clothes,” the Acting Lieutenant Thomas-Jonah said, as the women struggled to calm themselves. “It is very bad luck.”

Amadeus looked at the little boy shivering in his lap. He must be about two or three—a little older than the girl. Both toddlers were soaked to the bone. This was ridiculous; they were wasting time. Amadeus held the T-shirt up to his cheek.

“See? Dry. The boy’s cold and—” The look of terror on the women’s faces silenced him.

Amadeus followed the women’s desperate expressions as they looked at Junior and Baby. Before they could stop him, he ran his hand over Junior’s back. As the women sat in petrified silence, he reached over and ran his hand over Baby’s back too. He whistled softly, retrieved a flashlight from his pack, raised the little boy’s T-shirt, and trained the light onto his back.

The child soldiers gasped. Amadeus leaned over to where Baby sat on Tiro’s lap. As gently as he’d lifted Zyla’s corpse, he raised Baby’s T-shirt. The fighters gasped again. One of his troops—he couldn’t say who it was—whispered the word “devil.” Bossy Boy covered her eyes. Ringo threw up. Amadeus looked at Tiro. Don’t react, Amadeus’ eyes said. Stay calm.

A shaken Thomas (Jonah?) translated the women’s desperate pleas. “They ask you not to tell about this risky business. It is a secret only the old ones know. They say if you tell, everyone kill them quick-quick.”

Apologetically, Lieutenant Thomas-Jonah said he didn’t understand half of what the wives said because he had to translate it into the language of his tribe, then into English. They were from what he called a secret tribe. Many of the words they used, he said, were nonsense.

Confidence took Starburst’s hands in hers and spoke gently to them. “Speak English. Do not be afraid. We are the very good army of Freedom fighters. We come into the hills to save, not to pick. Major Titus Greene—a very famous soldier with many victories—is telling us this man here, Captain Nelson, he is the Master of Dreams-Come-True in the many States of America. He is coming from this very land like us. That is why we follow him all the time to everywhere. He will grant our dream wishes and he will not hurt us. He will save.”

Amadeus felt his heart beating in his chest. Like him, Tiro seemed unable to grasp what his eyes revealed to him. In the middle of the bush, they’d stumbled upon a miracle. He tried not to let the wives see how excited he was lest he spook them.

Luckily, Confidence’s voice had a calming effect. To the obvious relief of the lieutenant, the women began to speak in English again. They confirmed that they were the paramount chief’s two wives—Nasma being the most senior wife. Starburst, at only fifteen, was the most junior. The chief, whose name was Pious Rowdy Fofana, had sold off nine of his sixteen wives—the oldest ones, mostly. Starburst, her mouth too swollen for her to speak without wincing, said he’d included her even though she was the youngest. She’d kept Baby’s back hidden from him for many seasons, but then he caught her bathing the child one day in the river and accused her of witchcraft. After that, he wanted to get rid of them both. In addition to the wives he sold, Pious led the foreigners to a nearby village where they snatched and burned. The feud Chief Fofana had with that village over hunting rights made him vengeful, Starburst said.

“Chief Fofana is saying the boy and girl here is born wrong,” Starburst continued. “They are not belonging to him, he is saying. But we say it is a lie. We have not been with others except him. Not even once—isn’t it, Nasma? The chief say it is bad luck to born them. Bad magic. Three times he try to bury, but they rise.”

Amadeus wasn’t sure if that meant Pious had tried to bury his offspring alive. But first things first. He asked if there were others like these two.

As he and Tiro, with Confidence’s help, slipped the enormous T-shirts over the children’s heads, the women said these two were the only ones with “back roots”—or that’s what Thomas thought they said when he tried to translate the word. Amadeus asked the wives if the pickers knew about the children’s backs.

No, the pickers didn’t know, Nasma said. “But they would find out and kill during the inspection, so we run. Pious is wanting to sell the pikins for full price, so he is not showing their backs. He is saying these pikin”—she paused to gather herself—“he is saying they are devils.”

Tiro asked if they were Toteppi. The wives looked at each other and shook their heads. Amadeus wondered if they were lying. Who could blame them if they were? He didn’t pursue it.

As he examined Nasma’s foot, which didn’t appear to be broken, Amadeus made a mental list of the new information he had acquired. It went as follows:

The name of his lieutenant was indeed Thomas, not Jonah. Thomas was the older one with big ears, broken teeth, and a missing middle toe. Jonah was the younger one with the sappy grin, the holey Superman T-shirt, and the lice. For the first time, he thought Man Cryday had been right to advise him to fight alongside Titus Greene. Like her wizard brother, the tree witch knew things others didn’t. Tiro had been right, too, to follow him.

Amadeus allowed himself to dwell on the most concussive revelation of all—the one shocking fact that changed everything. Ji-ji wasn’t the only living Wingchild in the world. The men were in possession of a fact that could change the future of the Disunited States and the future of the Cradle. He nodded at Tiro, who nodded back. They had a single purpose that outweighed everything else.

The kid soldiers cheered when they heard the frantic whir of propellers as first one transport plane and then the other lifted off in the distance. The elation Amadeus felt switched from relief to mourning. It sounded to him as though the seeds inside the planes’ bellies wailed for all the innocents snatched from the Cradle. He stood up with the remarkable little boy held tight in his arms; Tiro stood with the marvelous little girl in his.

The damaged Dream Master addressed the mothers gently. “You and your babies are safe. Time to head back to camp. I know the way from here. Follow me.”

Without a moment’s hesitation, the wives and his special force of child warriors lined up behind him. For once, Pied Piper I’m-a-God didn’t feel burdened. These were his people. With their help, he would lead them to safety. He couldn’t wait to share this amazing news with his old friend. “Thank you,” he murmured to Man Cryday, and to the land of wonders that felt, at last, like home.






6 IT IS THE PANCAKES


A surge of energy coursed through Ji-ji’s back. Her unfurling swallowed much of the space in the two-story entry of the old farmhouse. Panic in the Viking’s eyes. Good. He’d miscalculated, assumed two girls and a Pomeranian would be a soft target. She would break all the rules about guns, girls, and games of power.

The traitor screamed a torrent of swear words, slammed to his knees and covered his head with his hands. Ji-ji swiped the gun away before he had a chance to pull the trigger. It clattered across the floor. He was naked without it.

Hundreds of tiny flaps on her impossible wings tilted open with edges sharp enough to inflict harm if she could get them to tilt at the right angle. Dice him like a cabbage, she thought. Beat the bastard like a drum! Rip the monster to shreds!

(Or am I the monster? thought the monster.)

She pounded and whirred. The appendages on her back weren’t appendages anymore. Her entire body was their appendage.

“STOP, you stupid bitch!” the victim cried. “Else I’ll blow your fuckin head off!”

A foolish thing for a gunless man to say. She beat him harder, faster. Every sense intensified—greater visual acuity, hearing enhanced with slight shifts of her head, olfactory nerves hyper-sensitized. She was Suffering crystallized into Survival. Like tears, tiny rivulets of blood trickled down the Viking’s face as she hovered over him.

Norville Einar wasn’t dead, but he was done.

To a sound like flames crackling through a forest, Ji-ji furled her wondrous weapons into the channels on her back and closed the seams of flesh behind them the way a whale closes its blowhole. She heard their soft sucking sounds of satisfaction as her back reverberated with one word: VICTORY!

Ji-ji fixed her eyes on the Viking and kicked the gun farther away, toward the corner where she’d shoved Afarra and Circus to keep them safe. Without removing her eyes from the enemy, she ordered Afarra to pick up the gun and point it at the traitor’s head.

“I’m taking you hostage,” she cried. “They gotta go through you first to get to us.”

The traitor swore at her, groaned in pain. “Think they give a rat’s ass if they gotta go through me? Know who’s out there? Your daddy’s goons. Or the Grand Inquisitor’s—same difference. You been talking to the wall, by the way. Afarra’s ran off with the mutt.”

Ji-ji’s heart leapt. He was bluffing. She wouldn’t fall for it. Without turning around, she called out Afarra’s name. Nothing. She must be hiding somewhere, terrified.

The Viking wiped blood from his face. “Don’t ask me where she is either. She took off through the door. You would’ve noticed only you were busy beating the crap outta me. Lucky warned me you were vicious. Jesus Christ, girl! What got into you? I’m black an’ blue all over!”

Everything stopped at once. Including her heart.

“Lucky? What do you mean? You know Lucky Dyce?”

“Been screaming his fuckin name for the past two minutes! Time we can never get back.” Volleys of gunfire emphasized his point. “Know what that is? The prelude to our Death Day.”

“You mean … you … you didn’t come to murder us?”

“Light dawns.” He dabbed his bloodied cheek. “Death by a thousand papercuts! What the fuck’s wrong with you? Yeah, I know Lucky. Right now, I wish to Christ I didn’t.”

“How do I know you’re not just saying that? Not the wishing to Christ part—the other part about knowing Lucky? Could be you’re trying to fool—”

“An’ why d’you think I delivered that stupid fuckin game? Know how hard I had to push to convince the Friends to let you have it? I told Lucky those clues’d fly right over your head.”

“Clues? What clues? There weren’t any clues.”

“Lucky said soon as you saw the title, you’d get the hint.”

Unsteadily, Ji-ji asked, “Fly the Coop—the title of the game? We need to fly the coop?”

“Warned Lucky not to make it complicated. Why’d you think I said that stupid shit ’bout a journey no one’s gotta face alone? Didn’t that shit strike you as being out of character?”

“I … I thought it was a cliché. Or a come-on … maybe.”

“I’m not some kinda pervert! Beats me why Lucky goes on about how smart you are. S’like conversing with a fuckin mushroom! I’m gonna take this thing off.”

She leapt back. The twins on her back readied themselves. “What thing?”

“Proof I’m on the up-an’-up. An’ don’t attack me again. I mean it, girlie-girl. Norville Einar won’t roll over an’ play dead this time.”

“You didn’t play dead last time. You shrieked like a girlie-girl.”

“Very funny, ha-ha. Ain’t you a comedian.” Norville grabbed hold of the string around his neck. As he eased it over his head, it caught his bloodied cheek. “Ow! Fuck! I got cuts every which way! Lucky warned me you’d use anything—forks, spoons, potato peelers…”

Yes, she thought, hardly daring to believe him. That sounds exactly like Lucky.

Norville pulled something from his shirt and held it up. In the faint glow from his lamp, which somehow hadn’t shattered, she saw what dangled from the necklace.

“See? Told you Lucky sent me. A pair of dice. Or is it die? Fuck if I know. Lucky said you’d recognize it.” Dumbstruck, Ji-ji stood rooted to the floor. “What? No smartass comeback? Guess the corny dice move has registered. Would’ve led with it if you hadn’t gone apeshit.”

Norville attempted to stand. Ji-ji reached out to help him, but he let out a little yelp of alarm—a sound that seemed to shock him as much as it dismayed her—and told her to “keep her freaky-deaky self to herself.” Still clutching his torso, the bodyguard straightened his back as best he could. Big and burly, Norville Einar towered above her for a second or two before curling over again. “Christ Almighty! You nearly killed me!” He dry-heaved a couple of times.

“I’m sorry,” she said, with genuine remorse. “Thought you’d come to assassinate us.”

“Never surprise a man with a loaded Glock in his hand. Know how close you came to being blood an’ feathers—or whatever you call those sharp motherfuckers you got back there?”

“You surprised us,” Ji-ji said, defensively, realizing she’d ripped the back of her nightshirt during the fight. She bunched up the fabric behind her and held it closed with her fist while Norville waved away her justification with a flick of his hand.

She looked around in panic. “You can come out, Afarra! Norville is Lucky’s friend!”

Norville grabbed her arm and spoke fast. “Calm down an’ listen up. We gotta get outta here. Now. I disabled the cameras in case they’re compromised. Looks like there’s a whole bunch of ’em attacked the compound. Lucky got wind of some chatter. Wanted to message that cutesy-pie couple you’re gaga over, warn them, only he—”

“Ben and Germaine?”

He nodded. “Yeah, them two lovebirds. Only it was too dicey—pun intended. Any message Lucky sent could be intercepted. We couldn’t tell you what we suspected either. Not in this camera-infested safehouse. The game was s’posed to alert you to the danger, get you two girls ready to hightail it outta here with me as your escort. Only the steaders got the jump on us. Seems there’s a spy in the mix—a parrot as you seeds say.”

Unaccustomed to the term seed being applied to her, Ji-ji bristled.

Norville looked exasperated. “What now?’ Seeds do call ’em parrots.” He took a wheezy breath. “I recruited a few Freedom fighters from the Massachusetts wing. Men I can trust. They set up a perimeter round this safehouse. Only reason we’re still breathing.”

Ji-ji wrenched her arm away. “Afarra is out there alone! She—”

“Shut up an’ listen. These steader bastards are armed to the hilt. Assault rifles, body armor, night scopes. My guys can’t hold ’em off for long. Hey! Where you going?”

“To get my bag!” Ji-ji called, as she ran down the hallway to her room. “It’s packed already—pretty much.” Experience had taught her that what you carried with you could make the difference between survival and disaster. She wasn’t about to leave it behind. Norville limped after her, cursing as he went.

Ji-ji dashed into her bedroom and flung things into the flight bag she’d made. It already contained a few essentials—lucre, IDs, her residency papers. She grabbed Afarra’s papers and stuffed those in there too. She tugged open the drawer on her bedside table so forcefully it almost slid out onto the floor and removed the semi-automatic Lucky lifted from the body of Danfrith Petrus. She checked that the safety was on then slid it off. Terrified though she was, habit forced her to observe the ritual she’d established to rob the gun of its sadistic power—a quick, one-sentence prayer for her mam, Petrus’ final victim. She grabbed as many of their small treasures as she could snap up in a handful or two—Tiro’s snow globe, Lucky’s dice, Afarra’s treasures.

The stutter of gunfire! Closer this time. She was about to rush back out into the hallway when she remembered her nightshirt was in tatters. Afarra wouldn’t be properly dressed either, barefoot in her flimsy nightgown. Ji-ji stuffed her feet into her sneakers, scooped up Afarra’s shoes and ran over to the chest of drawers. She pulled out a T-shirt with a flap that opened at the back and found a pair of shorts. While Norville cussed her out from the doorway, she snatched up a flight bra Zyla and Germaine had made to accommodate unfurling.

“No one gives a fuck what you wear! Get your ass over here!”

When Ji-ji ignored him and began to remove her torn nightshirt, he swore again and turned his back to her in disgust. (Is he giving me some privacy? she thought.) In seconds, she’d changed into the bra, the shorts, and the T-shirt. She stuffed a short cape that Kofi—one of Man Cryday’s loyal followers—had made for her into one of the flight bag’s zippered compartments and tried not to think about what the steaders must have done to him during the ambush on Dimmers. She rushed to the door, tightening the bag’s straps so it was secure on her body.

In the hallway, Norville propped himself up against the wall. His breathing hadn’t improved much. “What you looking at? I’m a tad outta shape—so what?” he added, as if she’d rebuked him for it. “Think there’s time to work on your physique when you got a vicious mutant an’ an ant whisperer to babysit? Hey! Where you going, you stupid—”

“Forgot something!” she cried, as she sprinted into the living room. She tore the blackbird quilt off the wall, bundled it up in her arms, grabbed her map of Planting 437, and ran back to where Norville stood cussing her out. She tried to cram them into her flight bag. Impossible. Norville grabbed them from her and stuffed them under his arm.

“Thanks,” she said.

“Damn fool. Your dillydallying’ll likely kill us.”

“How do we get out?” Ji-ji asked. “They’ll be watching the house.”

“We take the tunnel. Exit to the north.”

“There’s a tunnel!”

Norville shoved Ji-ji toward the basement. She resisted.

“Afarra bolted through the front door, right?”

“So?” He pushed her more forcefully in the direction of the basement stairs.

“When she’s scared, she takes off in a straight line. When she’s happy, she runs in a zigzag. Or circles sometimes. Yeah, I know. Afarra’s … unusual.”

“She’s unusual!”

“She’ll be heading in a straight line southwest. Won’t take us long to catch up.”

Norville grabbed Ji-ji’s arm again, more roughly this time. “Listen to me, Jellybean.”

“It’s Ji-ji.”

“Lucky calls you Jellybean.”

“He likes to rile me up.”

“An’ I wonder why that is? Listen up. There are a dozen assassins out there, all hoping they can chop off your head an’ take it back to Armistice. Know what they do with enemy body parts in the City of Cages? Mount ’em on the walls of the antechamber in the Temple of the Patriarchs. They’ll hoist up those two WMDs you got on your—”

“Afarra’s out there alone! In the dark! They’ll kill her!”

“They’re not after her though, are they? They’re after you, Existential.”

“Won’t matter. The bastards’ll kill whoever they come across who isn’t them.” From the expression on the bodyguard’s face, Ji-ji saw he agreed with her assessment. “I’m not leaving without her. I lost her once. I promised her I’d never—”

He pushed her again. Harder this time. She drew back and pulled out her gun. “If you try an’ stop me, I’ll shoot you!”

“That thing loaded?” the Viking asked. He sounded bored.

“You better believe it,” Ji-ji replied, hoping the darkness hid her shaking hand.

“Well, ain’t this my lucky day!” He blew out his cheeks in frustration and shook his head. “Think I don’t wanna rescue her too? Afarra’s okay. Weird but okay. But if we go after her, we’ll get picked off for sure.”

“You don’t get it. I can’t lose her. I’ve lost two sisters already.”

Norville wiped his bloodied lip with the back of his hand. “A tip from a Viking,” he said. He reached out and tapped the barrel of the gun. “Smarter to aim at someone you plan to shoot. Leaves your toes intact.” He smiled at her then. Not a sarcastic sneer either.

“I was never gonna shoot you for real,” she admitted, miserably.

He patted her arm. “I know, girlie-girl. Now put that thing away ’fore it kills us both.”

For the first time since she’d attacked him, Ji-ji obeyed without argument.

Norville led her down to the basement. At the foot of the basement stairs, he poked his arm in between a couple of shelves. A panel on the wall opposite slid open. Beyond it, the vague outline of a tunnel. She hated tunnels. If they got trapped in there, they were done for.

Before she could object, Norville pushed her inside and stepped in after her. The panel slid closed behind them. A short, low hallway, followed by a descent down a spiral staircase into implacable darkness. They hurried down a low tunnel, one behind the other.

At last they made it to the exit, tucked into a shrub-covered mound inside a thicket of trees several hundred yards from the farmhouse. Norville told her he’d parked the truck by the old water tower, the opposite direction to where Afarra was likely to be.

“I’m going after her,” Ji-ji stated.

“Oh no you ain’t. Look, there’s no guarantee the goons’ll hurt her even if they catch her. Could be they’ll decide to use her as a bargaining chip, or—”

“Bargaining chip.” That was all Ji-ji needed to hear. “I’m taking off now,” she declared, as if they’d both agreed to it.

“You batshit crazy?”

“I’ll find Afarra an’ we can all escape together. You said the truck’s over by the old water tower, right? Easy to spot from the air. I’ll find you.”

“Listen to me, Jellybean. The bastards’ve got night-vision goggles—the type with heat sensors an’ motion detectors. You’ll show up in the sky like the fuckin North star!”

“Guess I’ll have to fly in stealth mode then.”

He blinked at her. “You can do that?”

“No. I was making a joke.” He swore. “You swear a lot,” she added.

“The fuck I do! You sure you can fly with Afarra as a passenger?”

“That’s what this is for.” Ji-ji tapped the pack strapped to her chest. “Should work okay.”

Norville threw up his hands in frustration. “You telling me you never done it before?”

“It’ll work,” she insisted. “Has to. Afarra can’t fly on my back for obvious reasons.” He looked as if he was about to argue with her again, so she spoke quickly. “If it doesn’t work, we’ll run back instead. We can run fast. We won the—”

“Freedom Race. Yeah I know. Big fuckin whup.” Norville didn’t seem angry anymore—just beaten, which was worse. “Lucky’ll be heartbroke if you don’t make it. He’s real fond of you. To say nothing of what you mean to the cause.”

“An’ I’ll be heartbroke if we leave Afarra behind. You ever risked everything for someone you love?”

“What d’you think I’m doing now, girlie-girl? Not you! Jesus, I’m not that desperate! S’a favor for someone. Lucky’s sister Rachel was like a daughter to me. Just about killed Lucky when she got swept away. He tell you ’bout that?” Ji-ji nodded. “Then you already know the boy’s holding on by a thread. Saving nuns in The Margins—doing other suicidal shit.”

“He saved the nuns in The Margins? When did he—?”

“You can’t let him lose anyone else he cares about. May not survive if he does.”

In a sudden surge of gratitude, Ji-ji thanked him for giving a damn. “You’re a good man, Norville Einar,” she added. “Sorry I hurt you.”

Norville shook his head. He looked defeated. “I’m begging you, Jellybean. For your own sake—Afarra’s too. If she’s too heavy, leave her behind an’ fly back fast as you—”

Ji-ji had heard enough. With a dramatic tha-wumph like the unfurling of a sail on an ancient sailing ship, she took off before he finished his sentence. She looked down at him as she rose. The Viking looked up at her like someone who couldn’t bear to see what came next.

Seconds later, aloft in the chill night air, Ji-ji rode the updrafts to save energy. She saw a flash in the distance. Gunfire? She veered toward the relative safety of the tree line.

After months of practice, she could change the shape of her wings in countless ways—mimic the powerful wings of falcons, ospreys, and eagles, or even invent wings that bore little resemblance to anything in the natural world. But she hadn’t flown outside in the dark since their bungled raid on Planting 437. What if Afarra hadn’t run in a straight line?

During her practice flights over the compound, the Friends strapped a proximity alarm to Ji-ji’s chest along with a heart rate monitor. Whenever she got too close to the perimeter the alarm sounded. (She’d complained to Afarra that the stupid alarm must have been designed to test the accuracy of the heart monitor.) Normally, sharpshooters were positioned all over the compound to protect her. She’d railed about the Friends’ oppressive guardianship, but tonight she would give anything for their protection.

She scanned the ground again. There! Over there! A skinny figure in a nightshirt ran from one tree to the next, directly southwest from the farmhouse! She was right. Afarra had run in a straight line.

Ji-ji descended, kept as close to the trees as she could. Soon, her feet touched the ground. Behind her, sugar maples, red maples, and black birch shivered in the fall breeze. Though her descent hadn’t called for a response from the trees, she felt a connection to the rooted giants around her, as if they were urging her to trust her own body.

She furled her wings and ran as fast as she’d ever run in her life. After a few seconds, she heard a loud whisper. She turned.

“Elly!” A face sweeter to her than life peered out from behind a tree.

Ji-ji dashed over to where her little sister stood clutching Circus. She hugged Afarra and tried not to lose it. “Why’d you run off like that?”

Due to Afarra’s breathlessness and her tears, it was hard to make out what she said. “I-I-I run” (unintelligible). “The gun” (unintelligible). “I see Uncle Dreg when Norville is killing you” (unintelligible). “Me an’ Circus in the dark” (unintelligible).

“S’okay, doesn’t matter now. Norville’s on our side.”

“But you are k-killing him.”

“Yeah. That was a mistake. Anyhow I didn’t. An’ we escaped. Through a tunnel.”

“The one in the basement?”

“Am I the only one who didn’t know about—? Never mind. He’s waiting for us. Norville. By the old water tower. We gotta be real quiet. Circus does too.” Afarra nodded.

Ji-ji squatted down in front of Afarra and held out the straps. “Climb in,” she said. She hoped she sounded more confident than she felt. “You always say you wanna fly with me. You get your wish tonight.”

Afarra gulped back tears. “With you? Fly? N-Now?”

“Yep,” Ji-ji said, as casually as she could. “It’s easy. Slip your legs into these straps, then put the other straps over your shoulders. You’ll be snug as a bug in a rug. I promise.”

“I bring Circus,” Afarra stated.

Another factor Ji-ji hadn’t taken into account. “Of course,” she replied. “But I’ll hold him. You haven’t flown before, so it’ll feel … new, y’know? Great. Just new.”

“We both hold him,” Afarra said, refusing to let go of the Pomeranian.

As Ji-ji made sure that the straps around Afarra’s body were secure, her heart began to pound. The straps weren’t simply snug, they barely gave them space to breathe.

After she’d finished, she realized her error. Afarra’s face was inches from hers. They were facing each other.

“Shit,” Ji-ji said. “You gotta swivel round. Like we’re in line one behind the other.”

“So then I see everything when we fly up an’ up?” Afarra pointed out.

Yet another wrinkle Ji-ji hadn’t thought of. If Afarra panicked, it was over; they’d drop like a stone. No way they could both hold Circus if Afarra wasn’t facing her. Ji-ji tried to slot the Pomeranian behind one of the straps but he wriggled himself Free. She’d just have to hope Afarra kept a firm grip on him, and he didn’t have a fit when they took off. Though Afarra’s feet were still on the ground, Ji-ji realized she’d grossly underestimated their combined weight. Circus may be only a few pounds, but he was wriggly as a worm, and Afarra, though slender, wasn’t a child anymore. Takeoff would be close to impossible. Wouldn’t be easy up in the air either; the weight distribution would be all wrong and complex maneuvers impossible.

“Don’t look down, okay? An’ keep a tight hold on Circus. He may get antsy.”

Afarra talked a mile a minute, something she often did when she was scared. “I am holding him tight, Elly. The up-in-the-air is better cos the men is shooting us down here on the ground. Circus is liking the flying time already. We fly in the dreaming and the waking, like the Middle Passengers Uncle Dreg is saying about, isn’t it? They fly a way home. Like us. I knew you come to carry me. I say it all the time to Circus. I say, ‘Elly is coming.’ But Circus is running cos he is very small to the big bastards. So he runs. That is why.”

Afarra was still talking when Ji-ji, with a few weighty flaps and a thrust from her muscular legs, attempted liftoff. It didn’t work. Not even close.

Afarra groaned: “I am being too heavy. Remember I am eating four pancakes for breakfast. Circus is eating them too. That is the serious problem. It is the pancakes.”

Ji-ji tried not to panic. “S’okay, I expected this. Could be we’ll need to run instead.”

Afarra nodded. “In the Freedom Race I win with you, Elly, an’ with Tulip, an’ Big Pike, an’ Simply One-Foot. Circus is being a very good runner also. But I will carry him cos he is very small an’ his legs are like sausage links without the pancakes. I will push with my legs next time cos two legs is better than one, isn’t it?”

Ji-ji humored her. “Yeah, let’s try that.”

“Circus will help with the leg push.”

“He can’t. He’s in your arms.”

“Yes. That is why he will help us,” Afarra insisted, against all reason. “His Eyes help us too. On the necklace. I see Uncle Dreg in the dark. Just now.”

“That’s great,” Ji-ji said. She thought about asking her to slip the wizard’s necklace into one of the bag’s zippered pockets. If it broke, Afarra would probably unstrap herself in midair to go hunt for them. But she had more pressing concerns. Confidence slid off of her like sweat. All she could see was the back of Afarra’s head; all she could feel were the tremors in her adopted little sister’s body. Afarra jerked her head up.

“What?” Ji-ji asked. And then she heard it too. The voices of men, heading through the trees in their direction. Friend or predator? No way to know till it was too late. Circus began to bark. No time to unstrap so they could run. No time for anything except a Hail Mary takeoff.

“Hold on,” Ji-ji whispered. “Keep him quiet!”

“It is time to push now?”

“Yes, yes! For god’s sake, push!”

Ji-ji dug her heels into the earth and bent her knees. Afarra did the same. They were inches off the ground … a foot … more! The Freedom Twins flapped like madwomen … almost stalled … flapped again. “Liftoff!” Ji-ji whispered to herself in amazement. “We have liftoff!”

As they oared their way upward, Ji-ji’s flapping became more purposeful. She ignored her pounding heart and adjusted her body to the unaccustomed weight she carried. When Circus didn’t bark or whimper, Ji-ji prayed the poor little dog hadn’t expired from shock.

“I like the fly to the moon!” Afarra cried. Evidently, fear had deserted her.

Afraid they would attract attention, Ji-ji urged her to stay quiet.

Then she remembered that’s what Tiro said to his little brother Eeyatho, who remained quiet even after he was shot. “You can talk to me,” she said. “But don’t shout, okay?”

A fierce gust drove them backward. Ji-ji didn’t fight it. Fight the gusts and they won. You had to be patient and let them carry you away for a while, trust they would let you catch up with your destination later. Unwilling to admit how much her body was evolving, she hadn’t told anyone—not even Doc Riff—that she could see in the dark better than she (or any human in history?) had seen before. No longer nearsighted in her left eye, she fancied she could spot a mouse from a hundred feet up in the air. An exaggeration, but still. Airborne, her body didn’t feel at odds with its surroundings; the air became the one place where she belonged.

At last Ji-ji knew what to do with her arms when she flew—wrap them around her little sister. Before, when she pinned them to her sides, she looked ridiculous—like one of those comic characters her brother Clay, in defiance of the planting censors, used to read about in the comic books he filched from the garbage. She still couldn’t get her mind around it. Against all odds, she’d risen to the occasion. Her outrageous plan had worked!

A minute later, she spied the old water tower up ahead. There he was—Norville Einar, their unlikely knight. In her bones, she’d known he wouldn’t let them down.

The first time something whizzed past her ear, Ji-ji thought it could be a bird. The second time it happened, she knew. A bullet!

Afarra cried out, “They kill us!”

Ji-ji swooped up, then banked over to the east. Up from below, more shots.

She dodged and weaved, adjusting to the added weight as best she could. She couldn’t tell anymore if the bullets were aimed at them or if people on the ground shot at each other.

A shriek of pain from a man down below. Norville? The enemy?

A voice yelled up at her: “Take cover, Jellybean!” Norville’s voice! He was still alive!

Ji-ji swooped down and away from the sound of gunfire, headed for a cluster of nearby trees. As if the treetops were submerged underwater, she dived down like a kingfisher.

The only thing she needed to do now was pull up as fast as she did when she’d leapt from the Jim Crow Nest and hummingbirded herself to a soft landing. Too late, she realized the hummingbird maneuver wouldn’t work. She was going too fast and carrying too much weight! The treetops rushed toward her. She would break every bone in their bodies!

As if they’d anticipated the collision, the twins on her back swung their passengers into a vertical position and brought them to a dead stop.

Shots rang out as Ji-ji eased them down to earth through a cluster of sugar maples. They’d landed on the liberty side of the compound wall, a short distance from the water tower but dangerously close to the shootout.

Moving as fast as her trembling fingers allowed, Ji-ji unstrapped Afarra, grabbed Circus, and ordered Afarra to follow. They tore off in the direction of the water tower and found a truck unlocked and empty—one of those refurbished Ford models, with an extended cab and a proper back seat. Ji-ji removed the branches and shrubbery that covered much of the getaway vehicle. They jumped inside—Ji-ji in the roomy front seat, Afarra in the truck’s back seat.

“Where is Norville?” Afarra asked, shivering. “How we are going to drive us?”

Ji-ji removed her cape from the bag and settled it around Afarra’s shoulders. “I can drive,” Ji-ji said. Not a total lie. She’d driven one of the riding mowers.

Eugene, a young security guard on the day rotation, had let her drive one of the trucks along the orchard trails. The first time, he’d pulled her onto his lap. Claimed he could control the accelerator and brake better that way. He’d worked his hand up from her waist, cupped her breast, and squeezed so hard she’d nearly crashed into an apple tree. She didn’t like Eugene much, but she liked his body and his hands, and she wanted him to keep going so badly she thought it would kill her if they were forced to stop. Maybe cos she was part Avian—desire was an unrelenting stampede inside her pelvis. It was like entering Earth’s atmosphere knowing you could go up in flames and forging ahead anyway cos where else could you go? No point beating herself up about it. She’d had sex with him cos he was close to her age and available.

Only now she wondered whose side Eugene was on. Something about the way he’d touched her made her feel like a seed he had a right to plow. That last time, when he asked her to “unfurl for him” and she’d refused, the hostility in his eyes had shocked her.

She tried to reassure Afarra: “I won’t need to drive cos Norville will be here any minute.”

“Listen!” Afarra whispered.

“What is it?” Ji-ji listened for a moment. “I don’t hear a thing.”

“Me too. An’ Circus. The dark is never being nothing in the dark. Something is coming.”

Ji-ji looked around. “You see any keys? Think it’s one of those SuperState vehicles with that push-button thing? Ben says you program it with the destination. Works via satellite or something.” When Afarra looked puzzled, she added, “Takes you there like a magic carpet.”

Ji-ji scooted over into the driver’s seat and pushed something that looked promising. The truck didn’t respond. Then she remembered what Norville said. They hadn’t come for Afarra; they’d come for her.

“Okay, here’s plan B,” Ji-ji said. Afarra seemed as shocked to hear there was a plan B as Ji-ji was to have found one. Ji-ji pointed to a wooded area to their right. “Go hide in those trees. Keep an eye on the truck in case Norville comes back. I’ll wait here. If one of the bad guys comes, run, fast as you can, away from the compound. Head south. I’ll fly after you an’ catch up. Then we fly together.”

Afarra looked at her suspiciously. “It is not possible, Elly. You almost fall down when we land. You are very tired.” The statement was so accurate that Ji-ji’s eyes welled up.

“I got a plan B too,” Afarra continued. “You fly away, Elly. With Circus.”

“Hell no! Forget that crappy idea! It’s never happening. I’m not leaving you. I mean it.”

“You have the gun. I feel it in your bag when we fly. I take an’ defend. You fly away with Circus. That is the best plan. They are wanting you, not me.”

Ji-ji reached back and took Afarra’s hand in hers. “No way I’m leaving you here, Afarra. There’s only one option left—we fly together or we die togeth—”

Someone yanked open the driver’s side door and yelled, “Get the fuck outta my seat, girlie-girl!” Ji-ji scurried over so fast she bruised her butt on the center console.

Norville planted himself in the driver’s seat, shoved his gun in her hand, and ordered her to shoot whatever moved. He’d tied her blackbird quilt awkwardly around his neck. It looked like the badly fitting cape of a superhero. When he wrenched it off and shoved it and the map she’d given him into her hands, Ji-ji saw his shirt was dark with blood.

“You’re wounded!” Ji-ji cried.

“Not near as bad as what you did to me,” he said. Once again, she couldn’t tell if he was serious. “S’a flesh wound,” he continued. “Got a lot of flesh. Looks worse than it is.”

He pushed the same button Ji-ji had pushed earlier. This time, the truck sprang to life.

Ji-ji asked why the ignition hadn’t worked for her. “Gotta have your foot on the brake,” Norville said. “As a precaution. Remember that, girlie-girl, when you go for your next joy ride.”

Was the Viking telling her he knew about Eugene? That mortifying thought flew out of her head as soon as Norville slammed his foot on the accelerator and the truck took off, tires squealing. He seemed to sense that they both needed him to keep talking.

“I tell you I used to be a sniper? S’how I met Lucky’s dad. Old Quaker Dyson tried to pacify me, teach me to turn the other cheek. Lucky for you, didn’t work. Impossible to pacify a Viking.” He addressed Afarra, visible in the rearview mirror. “Glad to see Birdgirl saved you an’ the pooch. Didn’t think she had it in her. Lucky’ll be over the moon. He’s my friend, Lucky is. She tell you that?”

Shakily, Afarra repeated what she’d told him earlier that day: “Lucky gives me an orange one time on the planting. I keep the peel in my treasure box.”

Norville nodded like someone well acquainted with the orange-peel salvage business. “You gotta hang onto treasures like that,” he said. “Remind yourself life ain’t always a fuckin disappointment. Lucky won’t tell you how happy he is. He’s enigmatic like most of ’em across the pond. But trust me, he’ll be over the moon. Or as over the moon as a Brit can be. Now buckle up. We’re heading to the jewel in the crown of the soon-to-be Reunited States. Used to be the crown jewel anyway. New York, New York, here we come.”

We’re not dead, Ji-ji thought, as they sped on. Not yet anyway. A miracle!

Afarra reached forward and patted their rescuer on the head three times in an Afarra-like gesture of affection. Ji-ji could have sworn she heard the plastic tap-tap-tap of Afarra’s fingers on the Viking’s industrial-strength coiffure, which had, as promised, enabled his gray hair to remain steadfast throughout their ordeal. It would go down in history as one of the sweetest sounds Ji-ji had ever heard.






7 COVENANTS


Everything water. Everywhere wet.

After three days of unremitting rain, Amadeus Nelson had forgotten what quiet sounded like. Against all odds, the six child soldiers, two desperate wives, two remarkable toddlers, and two lost men had stumbled upon this cave. Admittedly, it wasn’t where they’d thought they would be by now. As far as Amadeus could tell, they were still over twenty miles from Major Titus Greene’s camp. What he wouldn’t give for a crackling fire and a mug of the major’s steaming coffee. But at least they were dry. It could have been a helluva lot worse.

While Amadeus took the first watch, the rest of the group, apart from Tiro, slept on the other side of the cave. Tiro sat close by and fidgeted with the straps of his sodden backpack. The fly-boy better get some shut-eye. Wouldn’t be long before he’d need to take over the watch. Amadeus thought about ordering him to get some sleep, then he changed his mind. Tiro was a man now. His fault if he didn’t take advantage of his captain’s offer to take the first watch.

The two men had discovered the small cave by accident in the dark, after two child soldiers took a death-defying tumble down a rocky, treacherous slope. The most fervent among the followers believed their valiant captain and the wizard’s handsome nephew had conjured the cave out of thin air. Amadeus hadn’t disabused them of this notion. Their belief in the supernatural abilities of the men who led them may come in handy at some point, and god knows he and Tiro needed all the help they could get.

Outside, through an opening shaped like a scream, the deluge continued to churn the earth into a slimy, slippery pudding wetter than mud. Amadeus had experienced torrential rain before, of course. Earth’s climate had stopped being merciful a long time ago. But storms of Biblical proportions like these turned the very concept of dryness into a notion as fanciful as the existence of a tribe of Wingchildren.

The density of the foliage deep inside the bush had triggered Amadeus’ claustrophobia as the small group struggled to make headway along trails that disappeared into channels of mud, as if a spiteful deity had turned all the hoses in the world onto upcountry Liberia and the Upper Guinean Forest. Slogging through one storm after another slowed them to a crawl. More worrying still, the deafening sound prevented them from hearing the enemy, whether it be pickers, hostile tribesmen, wild monkeys, or fierce forest hogs.

In an environment as perilous as this, Amadeus “I’m-a-God” Nelson, and Tiro, his drug-sopped sidekick, couldn’t simply play the role of Noah; they had to be the ark as well and ferry the faithful to safety. Till three days ago, Amadeus would have played these roles ironically. But the promise in the backs of two children had shifted his perspective. He wasn’t sure if the writhing protrusions that flanked their little spines were the fulfillment of some ancient mystery, or if they would ever develop to become more like the wonders Ji-ji possessed. In fact, the more he compared her magnificent, functioning wings to their wormlike growths, the more likely it was they weren’t Wingchildren at all. But that didn’t change his role. He held their fragile lives in his hands. Even if it killed him, he had an obligation to get them all to safety.

Trouble was, he had no idea how to battle an enemy that never let up. Rain pelted them from above and from the sides with droplets that stung like pellets from a BB gun. With his jacket, he’d tried to shield the child he carried from the worst of the storms, but clothing was no match for rain as invasive as this. Buffeted by gusty winds, heavy strands of undulating rainwater leapt on them like tree snakes; fat droplets splashed up from below to create miniature fountains at their feet. If they opened their packs for more than a second or two, the contents got soaked. The crackers they unwrapped were pounded to mush before they could put them in their mouths. The tropical rain had eroded his stamina. If they had to hole up in that cave for days it would be fine by him. Maybe they could dry out some wood and make a fire, hunt some game and eat something that wasn’t raw or soggy? He imagined steaming loaves of bread, fingers of crispy bacon, and perfectly cooked eggs, with unbroken, sun-yellow yolks. In his fantasies, the breakfast was served with Major Green’s intense Turkish coffee, which the major brewed with a careless disregard for its exorbitant price. Called it his Zombie Brew—coffee strong enough to wake the dead.

All of them except Tiro had fallen at least once since the rain began. Amadeus looked over at two of the boys, best buddies Ringo and Hero the Great, who lay with their arms wrapped around each other for comfort. Earlier, inseparable and vacuous as ever, the pair had failed to heed Tiro’s warnings to go slow. Hero had slipped; Ringo had attempted to save him. In a flurry of limbs and shrieks, they’d tumbled down a steep slope in the dark. Amadeus feared he’d lost them both. He and Tiro tore down after them, slipping and sliding on the slick undergrowth. Somehow, the two boys sustained relatively minor injuries. Ringo had a badly bruised back and, possibly, a fractured wrist; Hero had a gash on his forehead and a deep cut on his big toe. At the bottom of the hillside, quite by chance, the men had spotted the cave. They’d carried the pair inside and gone to fetch the others.

Initially, Amadeus had been more worried about Hero’s head injury than the cut on his toe. But tonight, when he held up his battery-powered lamp to examine it, the boy soldier’s big toe looked like a bloody, half-eaten broccoli floret. This, combined with the fact that the mud had apparently swallowed Hero’s shoes, didn’t bode well. To their credit, neither Ringo nor Hero complained about their injuries, probably why Amadeus had forgotten the boys were only about fourteen years old. He’d upbraided them as if they were men and he really was their captain rather than a man whose ass was being hung out to dry by the rain.

Amadeus had dabbed alcohol on Hero’s broccoli toe and followed it up with antiseptic ointment and a shoe fitting. Hero had been so excited about wearing the captain’s spare pair of boots he’d been oblivious to the pain. Or maybe his toe was already on its way to numbness and putrefaction? God, he hoped not. With Tiro’s and Confidence’s help (the former having appointed himself as Entertainer-in-Chief and the latter as Captain Nelson’s ad hoc medic), Amadeus had bandaged Hero’s big toe, then stuffed his own spare pair of boots with strips of fabric from his last dry shirt so the boy wouldn’t swim around in them. He tied the boots to Hero’s feet to keep his toe clean—that was the hope anyway. The child soldier’s thrilled expression as he stared down at his new footwear gutted Amadeus. He’d been a boy like Hero once—absurdly grateful for small mercies from a world that treated him like crap. He was glad to see that the two injured boys slept without medication. He only had a handful of painkillers left, and god knows they may need a few killers in the next couple of days.

He wished they could make a fire so he could have the last of the coffee he’d brought. But finding dry wood in a raging storm was damn near impossible. Besides, the glow from the fire could reveal their location. Those bastards with the high-tech transports wouldn’t be the only pickers in this region of the bush. Place could be swarming with them for all he knew. So he’d settled for a small, battery-powered lamp on its lowest setting in hopes it would allow him to spot intruders and ward off any wild animals whose home they had invaded. If all went well and his rheumatism stopped acting up, Amadeus planned to take the lamp and explore the interior of the cave. He reached into his bag and took out extra lamp batteries and a flashlight. At least he’d had the sense to put the batteries inside a plastic bag. Gingerly, he opened the bag. Still dry. A minor triumph, but a triumph, nonetheless.

Tiro stood up, careful not to bang his head against the uneven roof of the cave.

“Where you headed?” Amadeus asked.

The fly-boy hesitated. “Outside,” he said, resentfully.

“You’re up next for the watch. ’Sides, it’s pouring, man. You’ll get soaked.”

“I can watch from out there, Cap’n Nelson,” Tiro said with a wry smile. “I’m way too soaked to get more soaked.”

Amadeus rose too. He tried not to let Tiro see how difficult a maneuver this was for him in his current state of rheumatic exhaustion. He picked up the lamp and pulled Tiro back farther inside the cave so they wouldn’t disturb the others. Something solid grazed his head, then flew out through the cave mouth. A bat! He hated bats. The only thing worse than having to venture out into the rain-beaten bush again would be ending up in the squalid Ebola “sanctuary” he’d passed on the drive from Monrovia to Major Greene’s camp.

Amadeus raised the lamp so he could see better, then he wished he hadn’t. His arm still throbbed from carrying the child. Tiro, on the other hand, looked fresh as a daisy, as though he could go for a jog around the bush just for the hell of it. Briefly, Amadeus thought about asking the fly-boy to let him have a dose of whatever it was he was taking.

“You high?” Amadeus said. Though he kept his voice down in the echoey cave, his tone was biting.

“Nope,” Tiro said, then added insolently, “Not yet, Cap’n I’m-a-God, sir.”

Amadeus looked down at Tiro’s clenched right hand and said, “Why don’t you give me what you got in your hand? We’re the only men here and I need you sober.”

“I am sober, Cap’n Nelson. That’s the problem.” Tiro followed this assertion with a sardonic chuckle.

Amadeus reached for Tiro’s hand, but the fly-boy’s quick reflexes defeated him.

“Gotta be faster’n that, old man,” Tiro said. Definitely high, Amadeus thought.

The two men glared at each other. Though they were both about the same height, the contrast between them was striking. Amadeus, three decades older, his skin so dark in the subdued light from the lamp that he merged into shadow; Tiro many shades lighter, with the type of flippant arrogance Amadeus despised. A thought rose unbidden: If Zyla and I had a child, could be he’d look like Tiro. The idea reminded him of all the opportunities he’d squandered—though, god knows, the last thing he wanted to be right now was this asshole’s dad.

Tiro spoke again in the nonchalant, chatty tone of a drug-sop who feels invincible. “Listen, Cap or Coach, or whoever you’re playing tonight. We need to get one thing straight, you an’ me. I’m not your fly-boy now. That dream ended two years ago. You don’t got no right to boss me around. You remember Marcus Aurelius, my fly partner in the Dream?”

“Of course I do,” Amadeus replied, tersely. “Philosopher Phil. The Thinker.”

“He hated the name Phil—know that? ’Course you do. You give it to him. We was all seeds to you.”

Amadeus spat out a furious response: “What the fuck are you talking about? I was a Serverseed outcast myself. Think I don’t know what it’s like to be a seed? But I don’t indulge myself like you do.”

“I hear you indulged yourself a ton back in the day. An ebony Casanova, Marcus says.”

Amadeus bristled. “Marcus is as fucked up and arrogant as you are, boy. Anyone who chooses Marcus Aurelius as his flyer name deserves to be taken down a peg or two.”

“Yeah, Marcus is an arrogant sonuvabitch with a Caesar complex, no doubt about it. But then us Dreamfleet types’re all kinda arrogant—right, Dream Master I’m-a-God?”

Amadeus hadn’t intended to lose his temper, but what right did this kid have to speak to him like that? Who the hell did he think he was? “You may’ve been a better flyer, boy, but Marcus could run rings around you when it came to brains. Manipulated the hell outta you.”

Tiro laughed. “Everyone manipulates everyone. He’s more upfront about it is all.”

“Know what Marcus is doing these days? Slaughtering innocents down in the Madlands and housing fairskin prisoners in pigpens! Children too. No older than the toddlers we rescued.”

“An’ I guess Marcus would say, when it comes to fairskins, there’s no such thing as innocence. S’a figment of the tree witch’s imagination. Don’t get me wrong. The tree witch ain’t a pacifist. No way. Old bitch’d kill a man in a heartbeat if she got the chance.”

“Show some respect! Man Cryday’s your great-aunt.”

“Yeah, she is. Only she’s not very auntie-like, is she? Hates men somethin awful.”

“Only the indulgent, self-pitying ones.”

“Huh! Guess I shoulda knowed you an’ the witch’d be best buddies. Where was I? Oh yeah. Marcus. He always said you was—” Tiro paused, corrected himself, “said you were way too cozy with the Dreamfleet owners. I defended you. Idolized you. Turns out you’re all washed up like the rest of us. Now I’m off to pop a few flukes. If you don’t plan to join me, butt out, ol’ man, ’less you fancy carrying two Wingchildren ’stead of one. No? Didn’t think so.”

Amadeus thought about trying to stop him, but he couldn’t make himself care enough. All he craved was some goddam peace and quiet. With a disrespectful flick of his hand, Tiro sauntered out into the pouring rain. After he stepped outside, he turned his face up to the sky like someone taking a shower and opened his mouth as if no amount of water could quench his thirst. He stood like that for several seconds. Then, with a bow—the same bow he used to make before he zipped off on a hope-rope from the Jim Crow Nest to the thrill of tens of thousands of flyer fans—Tiro the Pterodactyl disappeared into the bush.

Amadeus reminded himself he didn’t give a damn. Hopefully, the fool wouldn’t get too high to function. He wasn’t in the parenting business, so why the hell did young people expect him to be? When they got back to camp, if Titus Greene’s satellite phone wasn’t on the blink again, he’d call Man Cryday, Zaini, or both, and tell them to knock some sense into the kid. The only thing he wanted to do right now was curl up and fall asleep to the sound of rain not falling on his head. The smartass fly-boy wasn’t his problem. Tiro Dregulahmo wasn’t his son.

Amadeus made his way back to where his ragged bunch of followers slept at the front of the cave. Through trial and error, he managed to find a flat piece of ground that didn’t torture his back as badly as some of the other spots he’d tried. Some distance away from the others, he could still keep his eye on the cave mouth and on them. He put his gun under his pack and laid his weary head on top of it. Within seconds, sleep overtook him.

Zyla had a hold of his hand. They walked leisurely through a field. He asked her if she was a ghost. She laughed. Her blond hair was short, the way it had been when he saw her that last day at the broadcast studio shortly before she was murdered. He’d had this dream many times; he knew what came next. When he stayed for a while in Dimmers Wood, Man Cryday had helped him with a lucid dreaming technique after he’d confessed to her how bad his nightmares had gotten. Felt dumb admitting to her his dreams were out of control—not a good look for a dream master. But the Gardener of Tears hadn’t mocked him. He felt himself try the technique now and managed to force himself awake.

He sat up and looked around. No sign of Tiro. Only the sound of the unrelenting rain.

As he began to doze off again, he thought about the way Zyla had touched him all those years ago, the way he’d touched her as if he’d found in the small, brave White woman the opposite and necessary part of who he was supposed to be.

The gentleness of her touch had stunned him. Like someone afraid he would break, Zyla had mounted him slowly, asked him if he liked it that way. Yes, he’d said. Yes, yes. She’d been right about his fragility, his brittleness. The two vengeance kills he’d undertaken had weakened his spirit. He’d assumed it would be easy to kill the steaders who’d murdered those he loved and maimed his own spirit in the process. But killing two men in cold blood had sapped him of strength, even though he’d escaped cleanly afterward. After his vengeance kills, he’d be going along just fine when suddenly the strength would seep out of him. At those times, the slightest blow could bring him to his knees. Kept reliving his life on the plantings. Imagined he would be arrested any day and hauled back to the Territories to be lynched from some penal tree.

Enter Zyla Clobershay with the marriage offer that would allow him to claim D.C. citizenship and end the threat of repatriation to the Territories for good. Not much more than five feet tall and years younger than he was, Zyla looked like the last person in the world who’d be a Freedom fighter. But she was fearless. Her gift was knowing what you needed before you did.

He hadn’t believed her when she’d informed him she preferred women. No woman could make love to him like that if they weren’t at least bi. Younger and stupider, he’d assumed his lovemaking dexterity would seal Zyla’s sexual conversion. He’d prized his skills in those days, as did most of the women he lay with. Marcus was right about his earlier promiscuity. He’d had sex with dozens of women after the Dreamfleet owners elevated him to Dream Master and he became the most famous Black man in D.C. Loved a few of the women he’d had—or thought he did at the time. But the little teacher became the refrain he couldn’t shake. She popped into his brain unbidden. Awkward, especially if he happened to be having sex with someone else.

At last, he concluded that the way Zyla had made love had ruined him. No one else aroused him in the same way. Zyla eased herself onto him and rode him with a tenderness he hadn’t known existed. He’d believed sex had to consist of sweaty, unbridled passion, flesh colliding with flesh as a man and a woman made the steep climb to the top of the mountain. As a consequence, he used to make love the way he lived—deliberately, purposefully, with a specific destination in mind. He wanted two things when he coupled with a woman—relief and satisfaction. And that’s what he got, most of the time. In the same way a man leads a woman through a ballroom in those old-timey dances fairskins did, he led the lovemaking process. Not with Zyla. Zyla flipped the entire enterprise. She swept him up and waltzed his body around cos she knew exactly where it wanted to go. The avowed lesbian understood the most private parts of him better than he did. Her tongue did things he hadn’t known tongues could do, and then she used it afterward to enlighten him about history and science, literature and art.

But when at last it did register that Zyla Clobershay, teacher and fearless Friend of Freedom, was the love of his life, it was too late, which was why he’d honored her by reentering the Dream Coop during the steader coup to find her nearly bifurcated body, after wading through piles of other bodies littered throughout the Dream.

He dreamed he felt her hand on his thigh. High up … real high.

Amadeus sat up. “Hey, what the fuck?”

Nasma, the paramount chief’s senior wife, mother of Junior, had one hand clamped on his upper thigh. She slipped her dress down over her shoulders and sat bare-breasted in front of him. Her nipples shocked him. Dark as blackberries. Beautiful. Her skin as dark as his, her face tapered like an upside-down teardrop.

“What the hell’re you doing?”

“I please you, Captain Nelson. You are wanting something.” She looked at his crotch.

As if her hand was made of fire, Amadeus jumped away from her touch. Mortified by his predicament, he covered his erection with his hand.

“Do not worry,” Nasma said. “I want only for you to keep on to carry my son.”

“God Almighty! What’re you doing, woman?”

“You tire,” Nasma said. “But if I please you now, you will carry again tomorrow, yes?”

“No! I mean, yes!”

Amadeus took a deep breath to steady himself and eased her hand from his thigh as gently and firmly as he could (the tenaciousness of her hold shocked him). He made sure he kept his eyes fixed on hers as he said, “You don’t have to do this. I will carry your son to safety. Carry him for as long as it takes. Lead you there too.”

“But it is rain, rain again all the time,” the woman said. “And I see you are in pain, yes? And I have no money to give when we reach the camp. He takes it. The chief. Before he sell me. All my little money I save for Junior.”

Pity welled up inside him. “Oh, girl,” he said, more an expression of apology than anything else. Even though she looked to be a woman in her late twenties, given the difference in their ages, she was still a girl to him. “I don’t want your money. All I want is to get these kids, along with you, Junior, Starburst, and Baby, to safety. That’s all. I’m sick of money, to tell you the truth. It’s one of the most vicious things in the world.” She stared at him, puzzled.

“Pull up your dress and go back to sleep. We got a long day tomorrow. I’ll wake you in the morning. Don’t be afraid. Tiro and me—we got you, understand?”

Nasma took his hand and kissed his fingers. The gesture touched him.

Only after Nasma crept back to her sleeping place on the other side of the cave beside her special son did Amadeus notice Tiro’s silhouette in the cave mouth.

“You coming inside or what?” Amadeus said.

“Didn’t wanna interrupt nothin,” Tiro replied.

“Come in out of the rain, you damn fool. You’ll catch pneumonia.”

Tiro entered the cave. Cockily, he plopped himself down next to his captain.

“Marcus says you can’t catch pneumonia that way. S’a misnomer.”

“I think you mean a misunderstanding.”

“Maybe I do, maybe I don’t.”

Amadeus shook his head. “You’re full of bullshit, y’know that?”

“Worse things to be full of,” Tiro responded, woozily.

“Not really.”

They were only a foot or two from the wall of the cave. Tiro scooched back so he could lean up against it and blew out his cheeks. Amadeus smelled weed on him. Guess the fly-boy had done a twofer—weed and flukes, or whatever else he had in that stash of his. Could be he’d pay for that indulgence in the morning. But given his youth, could be his hangover, along with any regret, would slip right off him.

“Didn’t mean to walk in on you like that,” Tiro said, in a tone that suggested he wanted to goad his captain into an admission of guilt.

“You didn’t walk in on anything,” Amadeus said, tightly.

“Sure looked like it from where I stood.”

Amadeus began to deny it before deciding to let it go. What did it matter what this man who wasn’t much more than a kid thought?

“You had a lot of women?” Tiro asked.

Amadeus noticed that the fly-boy pulled on his fingers as if he were wearing rings he couldn’t remove. He braced himself to deal with what was coming next. A torrent of puerile sex jokes, probably. Flukes were notorious for making you horny. If Tiro was relying upon his coach to turn his sexual escapades into a bedtime story, he’d be disappointed.

By then, however, Tiro had lost interest in the captain’s sex life. Instead of pursuing it, he turned the question on himself. “Know how many women I’ve had?”

“No, I don’t,” Amadeus said, wearily. “Don’t wanna know either.”

Tiro threw his hands up in a gesture of exasperation. “Not a fuckin one. Pun intended.”

Amadeus assumed he was joking till he saw the kid had broken down. Shoulders heaving, Tiro wept quietly.

The earnestness of the confession startled Amadeus. Tiro had been a celebrity in D.C. Probably still was, even in the E.S.S. Live arena battles may be officially banned in the liberty SuperStates but that didn’t prevent fly coop fans from viewing recordings of the matches on their home screens, their callers, and in bars. The kid must be about twenty-one by now. Dozens of fly-boy groupies hung around the locker rooms in D.C.; and if he wasn’t into groupies, a good-looking kid like him would have no trouble finding women. Amadeus lit upon a theory. Perhaps he was in love with Ji-ji, the embodiment of everything fly-boys like him wanted to be? His extreme irritation turned into empathy. He knew the pain of unrequited love. It sucks being young as much as it sucks being old, he thought. Explains why empathy often skips a generation.

He moved closer to where Tiro sat and spoke more softly. “You okay? You high?”

“Been high since I got to Monrovia. High since I left D.C. Can’t get high no more ’less I down a shitload o’ pills. Got immunity, I guess.” His voice shook as he tried to stifle his sobs. “I can’t do it. It don’t work.”

“What doesn’t?”

“My dick.”

Amadeus wished to god he hadn’t asked the question. “Oh,” he said. “Oh shit.”

“See? It’s bad. Unnatural.”

Amadeus recovered as fast as he could, tried to respond the way Zyla would have. “No, it’s not unnatural. It’s normal.”

Tiro swiped his dribbling nose with his forearm and looked up at him. “Did your dick work when you were my age?”

“On and off,” Amadeus replied. He hadn’t intended to be so honest. He paused, then added, “Plantings damage us. Can’t oppress anyone without inflicting damage.”

“Ain’t that the truth,” Tiro agreed, wretchedly.

“Commonseeds, Serverseeds, Tribalseeds, Muleseeds, all of us they classify as botanicals are damaged. African and Native Indigenous are damaged too, in a different way. Ask Doc Riff if you wanna know what it’s like on the rung above botanicals and below steaders. Ask what kind of torture the steaders inflict on A-Is and N-Is who got to keep proving their loyalty to steaders they despise.”

Amadeus saw that Tiro listened intently so he kept speaking. “Can’t keep people captive without three things, Tiro—weapons, rituals, and words. The steaders stole most of their rhetoric and rituals from the early Catholic Church and from fundamentalists. Plagiarized it. Warped it more than it was to begin with. Hence the inquisitor class with their army of cardinal-inspired, red-robed soldiers, the twelve apostolic father-men on each planting, and on and on. Their Territorial edicts and canon law too. The way Armistice, their capital, looks like a poor man’s Vatican. You name it, they stole it. Oppression requires fuel. Steaders’ve gotta keep pumping the system full of lies to keep it going. Gotta aggrandize themselves on the one hand and terrorize what they fear on the other. And you know what scares ’em most of all?”

“No,” Tiro sniffed. “But I bet you’re about to tell me.”

Amadeus smiled. To impress upon him how important his next point was, he looked directly into Tiro’s eyes: “What the steaders fear most of all is us—the seeds they oppress. So they ritualize the persecution with penal trees and elevation prohibitions, pyres and confessionals. The humiliation is designed to mortify. It’s engineered to be deeply, irrevocably personal. That’s the whole point.”

Tiro looked down at his hands. Softly he said, “I was doing okay till they killed him.”

“Yeah. I heard about the raid and what happened to your little brother. I’m sorry.”

“No. Not Eeyatho. I mean, yeah. Yatho too. Sure. But this stuff with not being…” Tiro couldn’t finish the sentence.

Amadeus did it for him: “Not being able to perform?”

Tiro sniffed again, hard. “Yeah,” he said. “Perform. That shit happened before I even got to D.C. Happened after Amadee.”

Reluctant to ask who Amadee was, especially as he had a vague recollection he’d heard the name before, Amadeus waited for his memory to catch up. Hadn’t Man Cryday said something about a boy called Amadee? Or was it Zyla? Yeah. It was Zyla. She’d told him Tiro’s brother Amadee had been lynched.

“That’s when it started?” Amadeus asked. “When your older brother was killed?”

Tiro swiped the back of his hand across his wet face. “Wasn’t older. ’Cept by maybe a minute or two, depending on who’s telling the story. Amadee an’ me was twins. He was the good one, the one shoulda lived. I was the one shoulda died.”

Amadeus began to tell him that he deserved to live as much as his brother did.

Tiro cut him off. “There was four of us. Four brothers. We should all’ve growed to be men together. Only now it’s just me an’ Bromadu. I know I’m not the only one gotta deal with purple pain. Don’t know how Zaini—my mother—don’t know how she keeps breathing. She’s rocked two murdered sons in her arms. S’not right.”

Amadeus shook his head in sympathy. “No, it’s not.”

“An’ Ji’s lost two sisters—Charra an’ Luvlydoll. An’ God Himself probably got no idea where her brothers are.” Tiro paused for a moment, then he added, “You shoulda seen Amadee fly in that old planting coop. From hope-ropes to Parks Perches, to King-spins n’ Douglass Pipes, up to the Jimmy Crow Nest—that boy flew like a bird! Best flyer ever—’part from Ji.” Tiro pulled on his fingers so hard it looked like he would dislocate them. “He was tractor-pulled by our father-man, Drexler Williams. Williams is dead now. Ji an’ Charra killed him during the raid on the 437th. Only the bastard was doomed already cos of Sylvie’s bees. S’a long story.”

All Amadeus could offer was the obvious: “A penal tractor is a terrible way to go.”

Tiro barely seemed to hear him. “I went to see this therapy guy Ben an’ Germaine recommended. Didn’t tell ’em everything. Just said I needed help. But this guy—I got it into my head he’d parrot on me, tell the world I was a dud. So I made up a few lies on the spot an’ pretended he solved ’em for me. Haven’t told no one ’cept Amadee.”

“You told Amadee before he died? You had to deal with this for a long time then?”

“No,” Tiro said, nervously. Like a man drowning, he took a big gulp of air. “Wasn’t a problem then is what I’m saying. I … I speak to Amadee sometimes. I know he’s dead. I’m not mad or nothin. Lonely without him, I guess. Him an’ me were the same, y’know? Not cos we was twins but cos we loved the same things. We flew in Planting 437’s rusty coop like we was one body. Like the same heart kept us both alive. Guess it did, in a way.”

Amadeus didn’t know what to say, so he settled for listening as Tiro continued.

“Can’t sleep without taking something cos I’m scared I’ll have this nightmare where I’m, like, in a field, an’ I’m searching for him. Williams tractored him after someone parroted. Said they saw him kissing a boy.” Tiro almost broke down again. But he cleared his throat and managed to continue. “Amadee was kind. A good person through an’ through. First thing I ever liked about you was your name cos it reminded me of him. Amadee would starve himself so someone else could eat. Never said a bad word ’bout no one. Not even our father-man, most of the time. An’ Williams was the biggest bastard you ever saw.”

Like someone standing at the edge of a precipice trying to decide if he should leap into the void, Tiro took a deep breath. “In my dream, Amadee’s in bits an’ pieces. A penal tractor-pulling does that—mashes you up. So I search an’ search all night like I did in real life. But all I can find are these teensy-weensy bits could be anything. An’ then I get it. He harvested him.”

“Who did?”

“Drexler Williams. Our father-man. S’why I can’t find the other parts. In the dream, he keeps bits from his victims in a treasure box like the one Ji an’ me made for Afarra. An’ in the dream I snatch the box an’ bury it with the rest of Amadee’s body, only it keeps rising up cos you’re not allowed to bury Deviants on a planting.”

Amadeus thought he was finished speaking, but he took another breath and started up again. His voice was unsteady, as if it could tumble down the back of his throat any moment.

“What I don’t get is how come folks in the SuperStates an’ the Unaligned Territories can keep on keeping on when they know this shit is going down on their doorstep. How come they make trade agreements with the Territories when everyone knows what those deals prop up?”

Amadeus leaned back against the cave wall and closed his eyes. The rock felt hard behind him. He liked that. Kept him steady. Every seed who’d escaped the plantings had a story like Tiro’s—a story most Free people couldn’t bear to hear. So when ex-seeds were trotted out by the Friends of Freedom, they told inspirational stories about courage and perseverance and left out the parts that blasted a hole in your chest. Guess it makes sense, Amadeus thought. Guess we all want horror sanitized when it’s real and sensationalized when it’s not. The weight of Tiro’s confession lay between them. Scared he’d screw up, Amadeus nevertheless felt he had a duty to reach down inside himself and say something meaningful to this drug-sopped, fatherless, near-brotherless kid. He was the older man and Tiro the younger, and someone told him (Zyla? Man Cryday?) you had to let the young know pain was worth it, even when you weren’t sure it was.

“What you said about performing with women—to be honest, I know about as much about that as I do about how to survive in the bush.”

Tiro turned and looked at him. “I figured you knew all about—”

“I’m bluffing. Relying on God’s Special Forces to take the lead. Relying on you, too.” Tiro responded with a thoughtful nod, like a soldier who’d decided to take the mission seriously. Amadeus picked up a pebble from the cave floor and turned it in his fingers, as if it had the power to endow him with wisdom. Then he spoke to Tiro with the frankness and consideration he himself would have appreciated had their situations been reversed.

“Looks like what you went through messed with your mind. Would mess with anyone. Could be hormones. Could be nutrition for all I know. Or a result of the steroids the Dreamfleet docs feed the athletes. Yeah, I know about that black market crap they pump into you. Tried to put a stop to it a dozen times, but a Black coop master—a former outcast at that—has only got so much pull, and Dreamfleet physicians are real comfy in the pockets of owners. Lots of room to make money in there.”

Tiro smiled at the analogy. “Yeah, I guess so.”

“Anyhow, for what it’s worth from where I’m sitting, looks to me like your body and your mind are in this dance where one part leads the other. Figure it could be your mind playing tricks on you. Figure you could’ve gotten it all jumbled up in your head—the kissing-the-boy part and the dismembering. Makes sense you’d be … impeded.”

He paused before his next question and stared hard at the pebble in his hands before deciding to take the plunge. “You think maybe you’re like your brother? Think you like men? Cos if you do, it’s nothing to be ashamed of. Don’t buy that crap they feed us on plantings ’bout—”

“I wish I was!” Tiro exclaimed. “Would make more sense. But it’s like there’s nothing. No urges, no function, nothin! Can’t be around Ji no more. Not that we ever … But it’s like the two of us was headed that way ’fore we arrived in the Dream.” With the side of his hand, he banged his forehead in frustration. “I feel like a freak. Funny. Ji used to be all freaked out cos she thought that’s what she was. But seems to me like she’s the least freaky thing there is in this world. Like she makes the rest of us look like imitations of what we could be, y’know?” He paused, then added, “Guess Marcus made up for my record as a stud.”

Amadeus shook his head, cast the pebble aside, and placed his hand on Tiro’s forearm. “Listen, kid. You listening? Marcus is bad news. There’s something rotten running right down his center. Keep your distance, else he’ll drag you down with him.”

He waited to let that sink in before adding, “I was real sorry to hear you lost your little brother in the raid on the 437th. Zyla told me.”

Tiro buried his head in his hands. The fly-boy’s voice was so tortured Amadeus had to strain to hear him. He wished he hadn’t brought it up again.

“It was my fault! I told Yatho to stay quiet. During the raid on the 437th. Told him not to make a sound. Only they shot him while he was in my arms an’ I didn’t even know! I was carrying him so I shoulda knowed. You gotta know shit like that else what good are you?”

Amadeus searched around in his head for something that didn’t sound trite. He thought his way forward as he spoke. “Unless we’re narcissists or sociopaths, we all regret something. Y’know what I think? I think we go through life losing and saving, losing and saving. It’s like this wheel that keeps on turning. If we didn’t understand how hard it is to lose those we love, we would never be brave enough, or committed enough, or mad enough to try and save anyone.”

Tiro didn’t seem convinced, so Amadeus tried again. “That dream you had could be interpreted a shitload of different ways. Who knows? Could mean Amadee’s ready to rise again.”

Tiro turned his head and stared at the wall of the cave. “He’s dead.”

“I know. But only his body, right? Not his spirit. You’re not dead either.” Amadeus could tell his words had struck a chord. Emboldened, he took another stab at parenting.

“You lost Amadee, and you lost Yatho. But you’re here now, alive in the Cradle, where it all began. And you carried that little girl who’s sleeping peacefully over there through the bush while I carried that little boy. And so far, what we’ve managed to do, with the help of these kiddie soldiers, is rescue two children, and Starburst, who’s only a child herself, and Nasma who’s willing to do just about anything to save her son. And it seems to me—and I was there, remember?—you did a pretty good job saving a few others in the Dream Coop that night. Probably saved a whole bunch of people on that planting raid too.”

Tiro didn’t try to hide his sobs. “It’s like there’s this hole in my chest that don’t never close. I feel it, here.” He struck his chest with his fist. “An’ it’s like I can’t be the man I need to be. Can’t be a man at all. Can’t be Uncle Dreg’s nephew … can’t be Zaini’s son neither. My mother’s ten times braver’n me. She was the one climbed up the coop dome an’ switched on the signal so Districters knew about the attack on the Dream. Only reason any of us got out alive. I let her down. Let Ji-ji down too. It hurts, Coach. Hurts real bad to keep on hurting.”

“Sure does,” Amadeus agreed. “Wish I could tell you it would all work out. Could be it will. But there’s no guarantee. Take those things on the kids’ backs. They don’t look anything like what Ji-ji’s got on hers, so who knows if they could ever develop into—”

Tiro sat up straight and looked at him. He spoke excitedly. “What you talking about? They look exactly like Ji’s did when they sprouted in Dimmers. Looked like two wormy things. Writhed like crazy. Stank too. Like a cross between shit an’ rotten eggs. Stank worser’n Man Cryday’s pet striper. The ones on the two kids ain’t stinky, but they look exactly like what Ji had on her back when hers sprouted. Thought you knew ’bout that.”

“If someone told me, I didn’t remember it. You sure, Tiro? You absolutely sure?”

“Oh, I’m sure all right. Freaked me out when I saw ’em wriggling around like the antenna on a striper. Freaked Ji out too. Then they blossomed. Turned into giant, semi-transparent wings with those tiny purple flaps all over ’em. Amazing! An’ that’s when I knew she’d actually do the thing we all dreamed about doing in the fly coop, only she’d do it without all the stuff we use to get airborne—no trapezes or hope-ropes, no Ellison Wheels, ’Bama’s Dramas, or King-spins, no games or gimmicks needed. Cos she’s for real. An’ no cage neither. Just her. In the air. Alone. Afarra calls ’em Purple Tears. Ji tell you that?”

Amadeus nodded. In the Dream Coop that night of the coup when she’d flown like a bird it seemed as if she and Freedom were the same thing. She’d raised them all up with her—the ex-seeds in the arena and all the ones lost to seedhood over the decades. He couldn’t think of the miraculous episode without feeling his breath catch and his heart stop for a second.

Tiro spoke as if he could read his captain’s thoughts. “It’s like those things on her back—they’re us or something. Afarra believed in ’em way before the rest of us. Way before they were functional. Her an’ Uncle Dreg both. I miss Uncle Dreg. I know he was a prophet an’ he inspired everyone. But I loved him cos he was a good man. Solid. Accepted you as you were, then tried to help you be better. Not many people do that. You think Ji an’ Afarra’re safe in the Berkshires?”

Amadeus had only been half listening to Tiro’s last few sentences. The revelation that the children’s strange backs looked like Ji-ji’s used to look had thrown him. He managed to pick up the thread of Tiro’s question. “Don’t worry. I bet they’re fine. The Friends know what’s at stake. They won’t take any chances. Got an army of bodyguards to keep ’em safe.”

“Yeah. Bet you’re right. Bet they’re doing fine. Guess I’ll write to Ji. Say I’m sorry.”

“Listen, Tiro. If you’re right and these things on their backs look like hers did, it’s even more important we get Junior and Baby back safely to the camp, find out if there are others. We should contact your great-aunt to see what she makes of all this.”

“Yeah,” Tiro said, though he didn’t sound too happy about Man Cryday’s involvement. “Guess I’m up for that.”

“I used to hear stories,” Amadeus said. “Rumors about a tribe of bird people up in the mountains. Seemed more like wishes than facts. After I saw Ji-ji fly, I put it down to genetic engineering and some type of artificial … I don’t know … artificial augmentation, especially after what you and the others found on the 437th—those seeds in that experimental facility—”

“Murder-Mouth.”

“Yeah. Murder-Mouth. A good name for it. Seemed to support the idea of genetic engineering. But having seen these little ones … I don’t know. Be amazing if those flying African stories were true. Ji-ji wouldn’t have to keep doing the hardest thing.”

“The hardest thing?”

“Be alone. She’d have a tribe. And she’d know the steaders didn’t invent her—she and her people did. We did. An enslaved people’s unquenchable desire for Freedom made her real.”

“Like Uncle Dreg an’ the Reverend Dreamer King tried to tell us,” Tiro said. “Like all that stuff they said about the power of a dream.”

The tornadic idea swept them both up into silence. Eventually Tiro broke it.

“Think there’s a whole entire Bird tribe? Like that First Story Toteppi tell? Like the one Uncle Dreg told Ji an’ me, an’ like the one you told in the Dream that night of the coup?”

“Beats me,” Amadeus replied. “But I swear to god, son, you and me’re gonna move heaven and Earth to find out.”

After a while, Tiro said again, under his breath this time: “A whole entire Bird tribe. Wow. Guess I owe Ji that much at least. Yeah … guess I gotta try. G’night, Coach.”

The fly-boy rose and moved to the darkest part of the cave where he lay down.

Amadeus wanted to keep watch, but sleep won out. He’d have to trust the bush to keep them safe tonight. He fell into the deepest sleep he’d had since he carried Zyla’s mutilated body back to Dimmers. Not even the thunder, lightning, or unrelenting deluge had the power to wake the Master of Dreams.






8 THE GREATEST OF THESE IS LOVE


Sloppy enjoyed reminding Dip, who had been in favor of skedaddling from Dream City, how mistaken she, Dip, had been. “Takes a special entrepreneurial know-how to see opportunity in chaos,” Sloppy liked to say. “A special je ne sais quoi.” Other seeds with less gumption and a paucity of imagination had fled D.C. after it fell to the Territories in the steader coup two years before. Sloppy, on the other hand, insisted they move into the house Chaff Man had abandoned (almost certainly due to the maggoty corpse in the living room) and make themselves at home. This was the couple’s chance to leap onto the Wheel of Fortune and ride it to the top, Sloppy said. Their chance to have a real house of their own. Bottom line—despite the steader takeover and the segregationist laws they instituted, D.C. could still be the couple’s dream come true.

The arrangement was made much sweeter for Sloppy whenever she thought of their unwitting benefactor. Cherub Holleran, a.k.a. Chaff Man II, Planting Executioner, had unintentionally left them a goldmine. All evidence pointed to the fact that the bastard was dead, or that he’d had to hightail it out of the Dream after he’d shot half of Fish’s face off—the corpse being none other than Fish, Chaff Man’s evil sidekick. Who cares if folks looked at their modest domicile and saw a tumbledown ruin of a house in an undesirable neighborhood, with iffy plumbing and intermittent electricity? Sloppy saw potential in the main house, as she called it, and the income property out back—i.e., the shed, which they could potentially rent out.

Sloppy hadn’t mentioned to Dip, whose judgment had been adversely impacted by incarceration and torture, that she and Chaff Man had kidnapped Afarra and kept her tied up in that same shed for weeks. Nor had she described what Chaff Man had done to Afarra. Dip had a soft spot for the outcast who’d worked as a gutter-level kitchen-seed with them on the 437th. Ergo, Sloppy reasoned, what Dip didn’t know couldn’t hurt her.

So Sloppy had been right and Dip had been wrong. And voilà, they’d hit the jackpot.

“Told you we’d be happy here, didn’t I?” Sloppy said, as she rubbed a soothing ointment into Dip’s mutilated foot. “Told you we’d live like queens.”

“You sure did,” Dip replied.

“If I was to assess this place,” Sloppy began, before recalling her former teacher Zyla Clobershay’s lesson about the subjunctive. “If I were to assess this place, I’d count it as two structures in an up-an’-coming neighborhood.”

Dip chuckled. “Seems more like a down-an’-going neighborhood to me. Them corpses in the road after the invasion stayed there for weeks ’fore them sanitary trucks scooped ’em up, rotted an’ rat-bit.”

Sloppy threw Dip’s foot off her lap. It landed on the bed where Dip lay, in the cramped bedroom where Sloppy used to sleep with Chaff Man—or rather where he used to sleep while she lay awake dreaming of how to murder him. The fear in Dip’s eyes told Sloppy that Dip knew her joke about the neighborhood hadn’t gone down well.

But Sloppy felt magnanimous tonight. She’d been managing her anger better in recent months, only lashing out if something got on her last nerve. Living with someone whose IQ was a fraction of her own took patience. Dipthong Spareseed used to have a razor-sharp wit. Lobbed insults at you like grenades. Didn’t take crap from other seeds even though she was a Tainted syphilitic. But Planting 437’s search hounds and penitence penitentiary had turned Dip into a shadow of her former self. Sloppy had no doubt that if Dip’s damaged IQ and hers were put side by side, Dip’s intelligence quotient would be one of those bonsai trees and hers would be Sylvie, the largest penal tree in the Territories. Reluctant to compare herself to a penal tree, Sloppy revised the analogy. Her own IQ would be one of those giant kapok trees in the Cradle, the ones she’d read about that produced the lightest natural fibers in the world. Yet Sloppy had never once regretted her choice to surrender some of Lotter’s reward money to liberate Dip from the 437th. So what if Dip looked like something a snarlcat dragged in. Having been treated like crap herself just cos she had a wandering eye, a few bald patches, and some missing teeth, Sloppy had learned to see Dip’s ravaged appearance as a badge of honor. The woman who was a decade older than she was had been through all kinds of crap and survived. That meant something.

Perhaps to make up for her earlier faux pas, Dip said, for about the thousandth time, “Here we are living the Dream in the Dream—right, Sloppy?” Sloppy gave herself over to a grin—something she did more and more these days.

“Lord, girl!” Dip exclaimed. “You’re prettier’n a picture when you smile.”

Mollified, Sloppy took up Dip’s foot again and began rubbing the place where the steaders on the 437th had done the lopping. Compliments were her weakness, and Dip was the best person she’d ever met at doling them out. Even if Dip hadn’t been the only person who gave her any, her compliments would’ve been keepers.

Sloppy raised Dip’s maimed foot to her lips and kissed it. Dip moaned in pleasure, a signal she was ready for more. But Sloppy wasn’t about to make her move yet, experience having taught her that one of the most important things about sex—as long as there was no violence involved—was to string it out.

Sloppy had never wanted to string it out with Chaff Man. Wanted to get it over with as fast as possible. But it was her steadermate, Vanguard Casper, who took first prize when it came to violence. Even Chaff Man couldn’t compete with Casper. Leastwise, that’s what Sloppy assumed till she saw the mess the executioner had made of Fish’s face. She hadn’t known the Chaff had it in him to kill the man who scared him shitless. Any fool could see Fish was a con artist with a serial-killer streak a mile wide. Looked like Chaff Man did it at close range too. Looked like he got shot himself in the process. Blood everywhere. Took an age to make the place halfway decent again.

All on her lonesome, before Dip joined her in D.C., Sloppy had dragged Fish’s mutilated body outside, leaving a bloodstain that stretched all the way to the back door. She was desperate to get rid of him and air the house out before anyone discovered there’d been a homicide and began asking questions. Not that cops or D.C. patrollers frequented that part of town. Sloppy hadn’t seen a single patroller since she lived there. But the last thing a seed wants is to be accused of murder, especially in a city that has now allied itself with the Territories. It was obvious Fish wasn’t a fairskin (hold a Color Wheel to what was left of him, and you could see at once he was only a hair below the duskiest Serverseed arcs), so an investigation was unlikely. But it would be tough for a Commonseed to explain how a semi-headless corpse wound up in her living room—which wasn’t technically hers, nor would it be till she obtained a forgery of the deeds to the property where her signature would appear rather than Chaff Man’s. So she’d doused Fish with kerosene and set him alight in the neighbor’s yard (her neighbor being a drug-sopped pimp whose relationship with consciousness was iffy). After Dip moved in, the first thing they bought with the lucre they found in Chaff Man’s secret hideaway stash was a new used rug for the living room. Polyester. Would clean up better than wool if it got bloodied again.

Sometimes Sloppy found it hard to believe how much she looked forward to bedtime. Sloppy hardly ever hit Dip these days, except when her temper sloshed over. And even then, a verbal jab or a weak slap or two was the extent of it. Sloppy asked Dip if she wanted her other foot rubbed. Yes, she did. Couldn’t wait. Sloppy rubbed it. Dip moaned like the women in those jaw-dropping porno movies they treated themselves to on occasion, when the electricity was on.

“Think folks get what they deserve?” Dip asked, out of the blue.

Sloppy stopped rubbing. Why’d she ask that corner-bender? Questions like that had implications. A person couldn’t see where they were leading, but you suspected they led right back around to your own front door. Sloppy took the easy way out and turned the question back on Dip, like she’d seen Jellybean Lottermule do when the uppity Mule was lording it over them as chief kitchen-seed. The cushiest job ever invented on a planting.

“Don’t know if we get what we deserve,” Sloppy said, guardedly. “What do you think?”

“Guess I hope we don’t. If we do, I’m screwed.”

Sloppy relaxed. Dip wasn’t accusing her of anything after all. “You thinking ’bout those womblings you murdered?” Sloppy asked. Dip nodded. “How many times I gotta tell you? If you had four kids alive an’ well an’ living in the Dream, there’s no way the two of us’d be living in bliss. I’m averse to immaturity. Hated every kid I ever met.”

“You think they escaped?” Dip asked. “Ji-ji, Afarra, Tiro, Marcus, an’ the others? Think they made it out of this city?”

“How the fuck should I know?”

However many times Sloppy tried to steer her away from the Jellybean Lottermule topic of conversation, Dip wormed her way back to it. Sloppy resolved to make it clear the subject was off limits. But for now, she had Dip’s good foot in her hands, and Dip let out these ecstatic little moans every so often as she rubbed. Soon, she’d be rubbing something else. Dumb to fret over crap from the past when she, Delilah Moon—formerly known as Sloppy, but only addressed by that nomenclature by Dip in private—had moved on.

“You want I should work my way up?” Sloppy asked, in that voice she reserved for Dip’s ears only. She had a hold of Dip’s leg and was already massaging the calf.

“Yeah … please,” Dip whispered.

You could tell Dip was only a few inches away from ecstasy, so Sloppy worked her way back down to her lover’s ankle and took it slow. That was Dip’s only real flaw with regards to lovemaking: she came way too quick. Luckily, however, Dip’s saving grace was that she didn’t assume it was all over just cos she was done. Could be bone-tired but nevertheless she’d either use the fingers of her good hand or the play toy they’d found in a thrift store in Adam’s Morgan to make sure Slop was satisfied too. That’s what love was, Sloppy concluded a few weeks after she and Dip moved in together, a mutual agreement to pleasure each other. In contrast, for Chaff Man and Casper, sex was a one-way street. In all the times Sloppy had been screwed by those men, neither had ever asked her if she was sexually fulfilled. Would have busted out laughing if she’d brought it up, then slugged her for emphasis.

According to the literature she’d found when she and Dip had gone on what Sloppy called their “urban harvesting trips,” when they salvaged odds and ends left lying around, men were supposed to ask women on a regular basis, “Are you satisfied, hon?” According to Sloppy’s research, men did this routinely in the Age of Plenty. Males of all shades were ten times more enlightened back then. Sloppy came across this article in an ancient magazine that said as much. The average male knew all about clitorises and G-spots. Knew how to locate them in the dark almost every single time. Dip had thrown cold water all over that. Said men were the same in the Age of Plenty as they were in the Age of Peril—dumb as planks when it came to female biology. Undeterred, Sloppy had theorized how there had been thousands of gynecologists back then who’d drawn detailed maps of female genitalia to help males navigate. The assertion had pretty much dumbfounded Dip, and Sloppy had won the argument. She often wondered if females knew how good they had it back then. Of course they didn’t. In the Age of Plenty—before the Sequel, the waves of secession, and the rise of the plantings—the whole goddam population of the then-United States was spoiled rotten.

Dip moaned again. She wanted it bad by now, but Sloppy held off. Eked out every little morsel of desire she could. No denying it, Dip was no looker—never had been. Maimed and jumpy as a kitten, she’d lost the feistiness she once had. Got scared easy. Dropped things if you reached round from behind and grabbed her tits or smacked her butt, which was a lot smaller than it used to be, more’s the pity. Sloppy used to love Dip’s big juicy butt. But Dip had other qualities to make up for the ones she’d lost.

Sloppy realized she must have stopped kneading the erogenous zones on Dip’s leg when Dip put her foot in it again by saying, “You think Ji-ji flew for real?” The tremor in Dip’s voice told you she knew the question was risky. Even so, she piled on another a moment later: “Think she’s flying Free somewhere, or you think it’s true she died?”

Fortunately for Dip, things conspired together to rekindle romance. Among them was the fact that Sloppy happened to be thinking about what Dip did to her with the fingers on her one good hand. Also, in the candlelight, Sloppy caught sight of the chisel plow and sheaf of wheat the steaders had branded onto one side of her lover’s face, which always tore Sloppy’s heart out. Moreover, the room itself, their bedroom, looked pretty tonight, with its cream blanket and white sheets with not a single stain on them, apart from when Sloppy’s menstrual cycle ambushed her. But Dip took care of it. Only thing left—a small pink circle, which Dip declared in an atypical burst of lyricism looked just like Sloppy’s “divinely beautiful” vagina. Sloppy hadn’t been able to top that, so they’d made love there and then before the sheets were back on, with a devil-may-care attitude about the new mattress.

All these things were in Sloppy’s head at the same time, so instead of a physical punishment, she resorted to sarcasm to depressurize her anger. “Yeah, I bet Jellybean did fly. Cos girls an’ birds got the same physiology.” To her amazement, Dip still didn’t get the hint. Went on and on about Jellybean flying the coop and how real it looked.

Sloppy couldn’t comprehend why Dip, who had seen with her own eyes what a bitch Jellybean was, still wanted to believe she was some kind of freaky angel. Mind you, the rumor that Ji-ji and/or Lieutenant Matty Longsby (who, according to Dip, went by the ridiculous name of Lucky now) had killed Vanguard Casper almost made Sloppy’s hatred of the freaky Birdgirl dissipate. Who was she kidding? Nothing could ever dissipate that. Not after Sloppy learned how Jellybean and Lieutenant Lucky, her dumbass blond beau, took off and left Dip at the fry-fence to fend for herself. After all Dip had done to help them escape, they’d hightailed it outta there and left Dip to the search hounds! However much Sloppy prompted her to do it, Dip couldn’t bring herself to talk about Jellybean’s betrayal. Wept buckets whenever Sloppy brought it up. So why was she going on about her now?

“… So you think the steaders are right then?” Dip continued, oblivious to the pain she caused. “When Ji-ji flew like a bird in that Dream Coop, it’s just some trick?” Dip sighed. “Guess them steaders was telling the truth after all.”

Sloppy faced a dilemma. If she agreed it was a trick, she would have to agree with the only people in the world she detested more than Jellybean Birdfreak Lottermule—i.e., the steaders. On the other hand, if she said it wasn’t a trick, she elevated her nemesis to the role of angel, which was enough to make her barf. She settled on middle ground.

“No. Steaders ain’t right about nothin—anything. See what you made me do?”

“Sorry, Slop.”

“Don’t call me Slop. Sloppy’s okay when we’re alone. In public, it’s—”

“Delilah. Delilah Moon. Best name ever.” Dip was right. The name she’d given herself was the best name ever. A thousand percent better than Sloppy Casperseedmate.

Delilah Moon spoke slowly so Dip would be able to follow: “Wasn’t a trick per se. Not on Jellybean’s part. She couldn’t have pulled off a trick like that if her life depended on it. Dream Master Nelson did it. With that Immersive Mode software they got, that’s all in 3D.” Dip looked puzzled. “That Black guy in the top hat who conducted the coop that night. They say he was an outcast. Bet he wasn’t. Way too classy. Dreamfleet said that to make his career trajectory more appealing to the masses.”

Sloppy liked the look of Dream Master I’m-a-God when she’d watched the D.C. Dreamfleet flyers battle the Armistice Yells as she and Dip sat in a seedy bar on the night of the coup. You could tell by looking at the dreamy Dream Master he was one of those guys had a gynecological map of vaginas in his head, which explained how he got the nickname I’m-a-God. Grateful females gave it to him.

Clearly, Sloppy had wowed Dip with her theorizing. “What’s Immersive Code?”

“Immersive Mode,” Sloppy replied. “Special effects. Three-dimensional projections with cameras an’ such. Like those security cameras on the planting but way more sophisticated. They fool you into thinking something is happening when it’s not. Before the Sequel, they used it in movies for effect. S’why it’s called special effects—cos it’s effective an’ special. Still got it in the SuperStates an’ some of the Liberty Independents. Europe too. Only you got to get it government certified so the masses don’t get suckered.”

“That legacy school teacher teach you all this, Slop?”

“Zyla Clobershay taught me some. But I’m a voracious reader. Taught myself mostly.”

Buoyed by Dip’s worshipfulness, Sloppy continued, “Hard to know back in the Age of Plenty what was real, so folks got themselves gullibled left, right, an’ center. Fake this, phony that. Soon there wasn’t one bona fide fact folks could agree on. That’s how the steaders got away with annexing territory in the middle an’ south of the old United States and reclassifying dusky imports an’ paperless Blacks as botanicals, after the pandemics wrought havoc with the population. Lazy sons of bitches needed to find workers fast after all that decimation.”

Dip seemed satisfied, intellectually speaking. Sloppy decided she’d held out long enough. Time to satisfy Dip’s nether regions. Once in a while, if she felt like giving her gal a treat, Sloppy kissed Dip down there in the doodles. She came up with the alliterative term. As an afficionado of diction, she’d always been attracted to words that worked as both a noun and a verb, as in “Want me to doodle you, Dip?” Sloppy knew the word meant a kind of scribble, which is what she did with her tongue—scribbled all over the parts Dip liked to be scribbled on.

Sometimes, Sloppy fretted that she was heading toward nymphomania. When she’d looked up nymphomania and discovered its roots, she’d understood why words seduced her. Who knew nymphae were the inner lips of the vulva? No one on Planting 437, that’s for sure. Hardly anyone in D.C. either. Who knew a vulva even had lips? The mind-blowing definition explained why kissing Dip down there drove them both nuts. Her conclusion: reading was cumulative. Discover one thing, then layer it on top of the next. Before long, you had a tower of knowledge to draw from. If you had enough time, you could read yourself into omniscience. After she’d come upon the vulva lip definition, Sloppy never looked at her own vulva or Dip’s in the same way again. That’s what language did. Taught you how to see the world anew. No wonder the steaders didn’t want seeds to get educated. Seeds’ ignorance was steaders’ bliss. She’d written that axiom on a piece of paper so she’d never forget it.

During the two years they’d been together in Chaff Man’s abandoned house in D.C., Sloppy had spent gobs of time thinking about doodling Dip’s doodles. Couldn’t help it. She’d be waiting for Dip to fix dinner and suddenly she’d be struck by doodle mania. Or she’d be sitting on the john in the outhouse cos the plumbing in the house was crap, and she’d find herself in extreme need of a doodle. No choice but to finish up fast, find Dipthong, and get down to business. But she couldn’t worry about nymphomania now. Not when Dip had her legs splayed in expectation of ecstasy. Not when the woman she loved looked at her with her one un-ruined eye like she was the angel who flew the Dream.

By some miracle, Sloppy dragged it out for another fifteen minutes. Dip begged Sloppy to finish her, but Sloppy kept holding off. Wanted Dip to be so wet down there in the doodles she’d think she’d peed herself. Loved to watch Dip’s face when she came. Didn’t care if the steaders’ planting brand had tragedied her eye. In the candlelight—and in the daylight too, in Sloppy’s opinion—Dipthong Spareseed was sexy as hell.

Her face wedged between Dip’s thighs, Sloppy said, “Know what one of my favorite words is?”

“Please, Slop! I gotta … I gotta … Oh, oh! Lord, have mercy!”

“Hold on, Dip. I’m coming an’ so are you.” She kissed Dip’s thighs.

Dip shuddered with anticipation, swore she was about to burst. “Gonna be explosions in my doodles if you don’t—”

Like a priest at the altar of titillation, Sloppy paused again.

“Please!” Dip begged, as she banged her good hand on the mattress.

“You wanna come now, Dippy Doodlepie?”

“YES!”

And then Dip crested the wave, and Sloppy felt her beloved buck and thrash as she made those unearthly animal sounds that sent shockwaves through them both. And Delilah Moon knew there was nothing in this world she wanted more than to love this woman no one else thought was special for the rest of their natural lives.

Sloppy looked up from between Dip’s legs. “You like that?” she asked.

A man’s voice behind her replied, “Sure did.”

Dip screamed. Sloppy sprang out of bed and reached for the gun she kept in the drawer in the bedside table.

“I wouldn’t do that if I was you, dusky,” the voice warned. Sloppy turned.

The man who’d botched the subjunctive stood in the doorway. A lot thinner. Bearded. Some of his curly red hair had migrated to gray. You couldn’t miss the meanness in his eyes, or the sneer on his nearly lipless mouth, which was as cruel as a noose.

“You a Dimmer ghost?” Sloppy asked, in a voice not much more than a whisper.

“Nope. ’Fraid not, dusky. Try again.”

Chaff Man the Executioner, a.k.a. Cherub Holleran, pointed his gun at them. “Circus come back?” he asked.

Sloppy shook her head. She half expected him to wail like he had in the old days over the loss of his dumb dog. She wanted to wail herself. For two years, she’d lived in bliss with Dip without bothering a single soul, and only knifing one or two as circumstances demanded. And what was the reward for restraint? The return of the Prodigal Executioner. Where the fuck was the justice in that? Sloppy had no choice. She shifted the gears inside her from self-determination to subservience. Her muscles screeched in protest.

Chaff Man stared at Dip in disgust. “Christ, you’re ugly,” he said. “You ain’t nothing to write home about yourself, Slop, when it comes to looks. But looks like you scraped the bottom of the barrel this time.”

His voice sounded weird. Almost like he was thinking before he spoke. A lot’s happened to you, Chaff Man, Sloppy thought, as she weighed the pros and cons of going for her gun. He’d beat her to it then kill Dip first, out of spite. The bedroom was tight. Barely enough room for the bed and the secondhand chest of drawers they’d splurged on when they’d sprung for the headboard and mattress soon after Sloppy found Chaff Man’s secret hoard of SuperState dollars. Dip had said it was too extravagant, but Sloppy had always wanted a matching pair of something large. After they’d managed to get the furniture inside (not easy cos the door was narrow) and she’d seen how snazzy the bedroom looked, Sloppy had broken down and cried.

Even if Chaff Man didn’t blow one of their heads off, he’d wound one or both of them when the bullet from that bigass gun ricocheted around the room. He’d blown Fish’s head off. Left him in a pool of blood and gore she had to clean up. How many White men had she cleaned up after? Casper, Chaff Man (the cherub from hell), and one steader after another on Planting 437. Outrage inflamed her.

“How long you been watching?” Sloppy asked, before she could stop herself.

“Long enough to know you’re a perverted Deviant,” he replied.

The meathead didn’t even know perverted was redundant in that sentence.

“You been living high on the hog on my dime,” Chaff Man told her. “Doing the dirty with that cripple. Well, them glory days is over.”

“You here to stay?” Sloppy asked, defiantly, forgetting to quash her indignation.

Chaff Man snorted. Took a moment for Sloppy to identify the phlegm-laden sound as laughter. He impersonated her voice: “‘You here to stay,’ she says, like she owns the place. My place. The one I laid down good lucre for.” He surveyed the room. “Looks like you found my stash an’ spent it on knickknacks. Don’t you worry ’bout paying me back with cash, dusky. Got other ways for you to do it. You sure Circus ain’t come back?”

Sloppy nodded, noted the intensity of that last question. The bastard still missed his dumb pooch, though he wasn’t nearly as incapacitated by the loss as he was the last time she saw him.

“Tell you what, dusky, you’re gonna find Circus for me an’ kill that filthy outcast kidnapped him. But I got a favor you gotta do first. I’ll stay here with her while you do it.”

He jerked the gun at Dip, who whimpered like a terrified puppy. A part of Sloppy wanted to give Dip a good smack; another part wanted to wrap her arms around Dip’s carpet-bombed body and rock her to sleep. But experience had taught her that when a steader is weighing the pros and cons of killing you, it’s good to act compliant and even better to be useful. Accordingly, Sloppy made her voice tremble when she spoke.

“What you n-need me to do, Mr. Holleran, sir?”

Cherub Holleran smiled when she called him that. “I need you to take a trip,” he said. “Do some investigating for our mutual friend.” He didn’t need to say Lotter’s name.

“Yessir. Where to, sir?” Sloppy asked.

“The Madlands. A little place called Turnabout. On the coast. Be like a vacation. Weasel your way in. Ingratiate yourself, you-know-who says.”

Chaff Man began bloviating, his favorite pastime. “The rebel duskies down in Turnabout—they’re scheming to overthrow the Territories. Turns out their original leader Scarface, also known as Charra Turnstone, was the mutant’s sister. But I bet you know that already. Charra got killed on that raid on the 437th. She left the camp to guess who? Your old pal Jellybean Lottermule, the mutant. That’s who.”

Sloppy perked up. She’d known Charra on the planting before she ran off. But it was the younger sister she wanted. “Is Jellybean there now?” she asked.

“Nope. She ain’t.”

Something in the emphatic way he said it told Sloppy that Ji-ji was either dead already or as good as dead. Although Sloppy had yearned to hear this news, she’d banked on participating in the demise of her nemesis. Steaders snatched everything from seeds, even revenge.

Things had gotten complicated. Gutting the Chaff was one thing. But if Lotter was backing him again, the stakes were a lot higher. Sloppy tried to contact Lotter soon after the steaders captured D.C. She’d hoped to convince him she could be useful, assuming his freaky mutant of a Muleseed had made it out of D.C. alive. Wrote to him about her connection with Jellybean, which was cemented by their years as kitchen-seeds together. She suspected there was big money to be made parroting to Lotter, but her attempts at exploiting this had come to naught. Zyla Clobershay’s fault for not teaching her prize students more about epistolary protocols. You make a faux pas in a letter to someone like Lotter and he never forgives you for it.

The executioner kept his gun pointed at them while he strolled around the room and fondled their belongings. He opened the chest of drawers and pulled out their girlcloths, sniffed them, put them back. He walked weird. Didn’t stride around like he used to. He’d been injured. Yeah. Must’ve been his blood she’d found near Fish’s.

Having sniffed their underwear, Chaff Man picked up the china ornament Dip got for Sloppy’s birthday last year. Dip had told her it was bone china, but Sloppy did some investigating and concluded it was a less fancy type of china that didn’t have bone ash in it. Even so, it was by far the nicest gift Sloppy had ever gotten. The figurine of the little blond girl with ringlets holding a lamb was corny as hell. Who wants a little blond statue that looked like that bitch Zyla Clobershay and reminded you of your time living in captivity on a planting? Yet Sloppy couldn’t help loving it. Dip had given it to her wrapped in Christmas wrapping cos that’s all she could find, her disabilities preventing a perambulation to the stores. The peach-colored bow she’d wrapped around it lay at the bottom of the underwear drawer the executioner had rifled through. The sick bastard liked the little blond figurine. He liked pretty young things.

“Cute little knickknack,” Chaff Man said, in a tone that turned Sloppy’s stomach. “Apparently, the place is fucked up big-time.” Took Sloppy a moment to figure out he’d swung back to Turnabout in the Madlands. “They treat fairskins like pigs. Guess that’s what every one of you duskies’d do if you could—get revenge. Better mind your p’s an’ q’s while you’re there, dusky. Could be you-know-who is sending a whole bunch of spies down there to keep tabs on things. You-know-who likes his parrots to spy on his other parrots. Come back here an’ report your findings to me. Better be good too. If not, I’ll make the cripple pay.”

Sloppy knew that any discovery she made the Chaff would claim as his own. Resentment swelled in her chest. She knew what a motherfucker Arundale Lotter was. Knew how his germaphobia manifested itself in an insistence on spotless cutlery and glasses devoid of fingerprints. She, along with Jellybean, his spoiled Mule, had served Lotter his meals while he lorded it over them in his father-house. If midwife Bettieann Plowman was to be trusted, Lotter had found the Lord, gotten clean, and become a teetotaler. Not a good scenario, drug-sopping and drinking being the only thing that could blunt the Twelfth’s malice.

“Find stuff out in Turnabout, dusky. See what those rebel fuckers’re planning an’ how large their force is. Ingratiate yourself with your old pal Marcus, then come back an’ report.”

Every indication was that Chaff Man had forgotten her name. The person who remembered it cried out in alarm. “Don’t go, Slop!” Dip cried. “Don’t leave me with him!”

“Who the fuck is that bitch anyway?” Chaff Man asked.

“Dip,” Sloppy said, then added, “Dipthong Spareseed.”

“Spareseed!” As if STDs were airborne, Chaff Man took a panicky step backward and crashed into the chest of drawers. “She a fuckin Tainted?” he cried.

Sloppy nodded real slow. “But her pipes is clean as a whistle now, Mr. Holleran, sir. Only had two pustules activate since she been here. An’ none of ’em had much pus inside. Wouldn’t service her otherwise.”

Unusually queasy for an executioner, Chaff Man looked as if he were about to throw up.

Sloppy smiled inwardly. The superstitious bastard wouldn’t mess with Dip now. Probably wouldn’t mess with her either.

Chaff Man muttered something about soiled sheets and how the ugly slut better wash ’em good. “Don’t try an’ take off on me, dusky. I’ll be holding this one as collateral. As a hostage is what I mean.”

Sloppy bit down hard on her lip to stop her rage from frothing up. The moron thought she didn’t know what collateral meant. Just in time, she remembered to rearrange her face to look the way he’d want it to look—scared and obedient.

“How ’bout I take Dip here with me to the Madlands?” Sloppy suggested. “She could come in useful while I’m on the road. Won’t be in your way if I do that.”

Chaff Man roared with laughter. “You think I’m a fuckin moron? She stays here with me. That way you’ll come back with some good info. She can cook an’ clean, long as she don’t breathe on nothin an’ infect us.” Chaff Man looked at Sloppy to make sure she understood the threat inherent in his remark. “You got one month, tops,” Chaff Man told her. “Found a man can drive you down to within fifty miles of Turnabout.”

“Fifty miles! But the Madlands is—”

“Jesus! Why are duskies always so fuckin dumb? Think it through. You arrive in a chauffeured vehicle an’ fly-boy Marcus an’ those rebels he’s leading’ll know something’s up. You gotta look authentic.”

Sloppy was momentarily dumbstruck. Quickly, she found her voice. “Marcus Shadowbrookseed? The fly-boy from the 437th? Philosopher Phil from the Dreamfleet?”

“He’s the one. Their leader. Has this merry band of visible men. Dumbest name ever.”

The dam broke. It wasn’t possible for Sloppy to restrain her intellect any longer. “Sure it’s not invisible? Like that famous book The Invisible Man?”

The antipathy in Chaff Man’s quivering lip silenced her. Sloppy looked down, jerked her head like someone with a tic so he’d think he’d broken her, and cursed her nymphomania. Lust had made her careless. They’d never have been ambushed if she hadn’t been doodling Dip. Chaff Man spoke again. Head bowed, Sloppy listened intently.

“Guess you think you’re smart, dusky. Guess you read every book at the Planting Legacy School. Progressive plantings are a shit idea. What’s that saying? ‘Teach a seed to read a book an’ they’ll lead a seed rebellion.’ Guess Marcus proves that theory. Figured you’d be the perfect parrot, seeing as how you two reps from the Freedom Race was pals. You can have a reunion.”

The exit Sloppy and Marcus had made from Planting 437 on the back of a flatulent mare, all on account of Jellybean and Tiro’s selfishness, still mortified her. Marcus Shadowbrookseed and Sloppy Casperseedmate should have been sent off in style in a car or truck. Planting Freedom reps got cake, balloons, barbecue, but not this time. All Lotter cared about was finding Tiro, the runaway, and punishing Jellybean, his Wild Seed. So Sloppy and Marcus had set off for the Salem Outpost for the start of the race without any fanfare whatsoever. Her one chance of being queen for a day snatched by her archenemy. Marcus had been lousy company. Barely said a word to her, apart from ordering her to wash in the first stream they came across cos she stank. He’d stink too if he lived in a lean-to hovel and got raped and beaten by Vanguard Casper whenever that dumb outcast Afarra refused to service him.

“Ain’t giving you much lucre, so you better be thrifty,” Chaff Man warned. “Careful too. Butt-ugly seed like you still makes for a tasty morsel for them supersize gators down there in the Madlands. Don’t be fooled by those petite gators we got in D.C. Hear tell Madlands’ gators’re as big as this room. Bigger. Well?” He looked at her as if he expected her to know what he was well-ing about. He turned his head and called out, “Crupper! Scullery! Damon! Come in here!”

Till then, Sloppy still believed she could take him. She’d planned to distract him somehow and retrieve her gun. Or, when she thought she’d have more time, put rat poison in his food. Or throw boiling water in his face. Or bash his head in with the baseball bat she kept under the bed. Or—cos he had his platypus feet planted on the rug they’d bought to match the bed quilt—literally pull the rug out from under him, pry his piggy eyes out, and hammer him to death with her bare fists while he was down. Dip would’ve given her a hand with that last option.

Two thick-set men appeared in the doorway. Two bearded fairskins—steaders, obviously. The third? Slop couldn’t say. Mixed maybe. She could tell from the start they had no more than three brain cells among them.

Her hypothesis was confirmed when the trio attempted to enter through the bedroom doorway at the same time and got stuck.

“For fuck’s sake!” Chaff Man cried. He still had the figurine in his hand. He waved it around as he yelled at them. “Can’t even get through a fuckin door!”

They untangled themselves and barged on in.

“Crupper, this is the dusky I told you about.” Crupper, the one who looked mixed, nodded in acknowledgment. “You got the car ready?”

Sloppy couldn’t believe it. “Tonight! You want we should head off now?”

“No, dusky,” Chaff Man said. “’Course not. You-know-who loves to be kept waiting.”

Sloppy looked at Dip, who cowered on the bed in a state of disarray. One side of her nightshirt was pulled up, exposing her mutilated body to the gaze of strangers. With a jerk that made Dip jump, Sloppy pulled Dip’s nightshirt down so it covered her.

“What you doing, dusky?” Chaff Man demanded.

“Neatening her up is all,” she replied. She turned her back to the executioner and kept tidying. Risky to aggravate him further, but Dip was going to pieces.

“Make it quick,” Chaff Man said. “You try any funny stuff an’ I’ll blow a fuckin hole in your chest a mile wide. Blast’ll take out the slut too.”

As she tidied Dip up, Sloppy mouthed a few words to her and looked pointedly down at the mattress under which she’d stored her gun. But Dip was in panic mode, so Sloppy couldn’t tell if she understood. Unwise to leave her in a bed that would be claimed by the executioner, so she helped her up and told her to go to the kitchen and make some food. “She’s a great cook,” Sloppy added, for collateral. “No one does brisket like Dip. Her ribs is scrumptious too.”

While Chaff Man went over what she needed to ferret out in Turnabout, Sloppy flung a few things in a bag. She’d hurried Dip off into the kitchen to make sure she’d be out of the way for a while. From there, Dip could get to the shed in the backyard pronto—or as pronto as Dip could move—if violence needed to cool itself off.

Sloppy’s heart fell when, after all her efforts to make Dip invisible, the stupid bitch limped out to the front yard to say goodbye.

“Go back inside,” Sloppy hissed, as Crupper, complaining of piles, eased himself into the driver’s seat of one of those shitty sedans they sold in D.C. “Go make ’em some food, Dip. Food’s your trump card. Play it every day, understand? Stay in the kitchen an’ sleep in the shed.”

Tears streamed down Dip’s face. She took hold of Sloppy’s hand and shoved something into it. At first, Sloppy thought it could be something useful, like a knife to slice the driver with. Without looking, she could tell it wasn’t. Sloppy gave Dip a cursory kiss on the head and again ordered her to get back inside. Then she turned and hurried to the car’s back door.

As soon as she yanked the door open, Crupper, who seemed to be as thrilled about the journey as she was, ordered Sloppy to get her ass up in front so he could keep an eye on her. She climbed into the torn-up front seat and flung her small bag at her feet.

“That cripple give you something?” Crupper asked, eyeing her hands suspiciously. Sloppy opened them to reveal the blond girl with the little lamb. Crupper looked puzzled.

“What she give you that for?”

“Couldn’t tell you,” Sloppy said.

Crupper slammed the vehicle into reverse and gunned it out of the front yard where he’d parked on the grass the two women had tilled and seeded and watered for nearly two years so they could enjoy a patch of green. The tires churned rain-soaked earth into waves of mud. Sloppy wished little blond do-gooder Zyla Clobershay had never taught her about analogies and symbols. Wished she could see the patch of plowed land simply as a ruined lawn and not a metaphor for something else she didn’t want to think about. Tonight, being educated sucked.

A little while later, Sloppy happened to look down at the figurine in her lap. She recalled what she’d mouthed to Dip: Be brave. I’ll be back. I love you. Enraged, Delilah Moon opened the window and flung out the little blond girl with the stupid lamb.

“What you do that for?” Crupper asked. “Could be worth something.”

“Ain’t worth shit, Mr. Crupper, sir. Stupid slut give it to me. Me, I prefer to travel light.”

Crupper nodded toward the small bag at her feet. “Guess you got your wish then.”

They drove to Insurmountable, the forty-foot wall Districters had built in an effort to ward the city off from seed refugees. Crupper showed their right-to-roam papers to the armed guards who waved them on through the city’s South Gate. Once again, analogies punched Sloppy in the face. No way a seed could wall herself off from anything for long.

In a tin can of a car with lousy suspension they headed south, the direction no one with any sense wanted to go.

The sound of something precious shattering to smithereens followed Sloppy Delilah Moon all the way to the Madlands.






9 FIND ANOTHER WAY


Norville Einar drove southeast through the Berkshires’ rolling hills, along narrow, winding roads. The cloth he clutched to his belly to stanch the bleeding forced him to drive one-handed but failed to slow him down. His garrulousness didn’t reassure Ji-ji. She worried about the cloth she’d given him, which she’d found at the bottom of the glove compartment beneath a bunch of lottery tickets, gum, a pack of cigarettes, a sticky wrapper that in its heyday may have contained a donut, a broken caller, three empty condom wrappers, and two unopened condoms.

“Those ain’t mine, girlie-girl,” the Viking told her, when he’d caught sight of the condoms. “Don’t got much use for wishful thinking. Truck belongs to Bjorn, a Swede—a Swede from Sweden, not a rutabaga. Vain bugger. Horny as hell. Face like the cherubim in that painting by Raphael. ‘The Sistine Madonna’ it’s called. The one with that Christ Child who gets his clothes from the husky section. Always liked that kid. You can feel the weight the Madonna is carrying. Art historians say on account of the way the piece was positioned in some church or other, the Virgin and child would be staring at the crucifix. Explains why they’re upset. Who can blame ’em? No mother wants to see that done to her son.”

Norville looked over at Ji-ji, who was staring at him in surprise. “What?” he said. “You shocked to learn a guy like me knows about the Italian Renaissance?”

“No,” Ji-ji replied, sincerely. In truth, she’d been thinking about how Zaini looked as she cradled her youngest son’s corpse in her arms as though she could rock him to waking.

“Yep,” Norville went on, “mother an’ child look like something you’d see in a hostage video. But then you see Raphael’s cherubim at the foot of the painting, bored as fu—” Norville broke off and cleaned up his language. “The cherubs are bored as hell is what I mean, like they’ve seen it all before. I like that painting. You want the Messiah to look normal. Like low-carb diets were in his future. Anyhow, to close the loop, Bjorn’s got one of them stupid cherubic grins kids and puppies got. In other words, he looks a lot dumber than he is. Not that dogs grin, but you know what I mean.”

Afarra called from the back: “Circus is grinning all the time. He is being very happy.”

“Is that right?” Norville said, grinning. He turned to Ji-ji and added, “Cute, ain’t she?”

Instinctively, Ji-ji’s guard went up. When steaders on the planting noticed Afarra’s pretty face, they used to make similar comments, only they’d usually add the phrase “for a Cloth.” Ji-ji told herself that the man who’d risked his life for them was a friend of Lucky’s and a Friend of Freedom, which meant he’d been doubly vetted.

For the first fifteen minutes, when the Viking hardly stopped monologuing for more than a second or two at a time, Ji-ji feared he may be getting feverish. Soon she began to suspect that he chatted incessantly to prevent himself from passing out. Reassuring his passengers was an added bonus. For Afarra and Circus, the strategy worked. Unaffected by the jarring ride, both fell asleep. If dogs were cats, Circus, curled up like a baby in Afarra’s arms, would be purring.

Several times, Ji-ji tried to persuade the bodyguard to pull over and let them tend to his wound. His response was either to ignore her or go off on another tangent. He checked his rearview and side mirrors obsessively. Twice, preoccupied with the view behind them, he veered so far onto the narrow shoulder that she nearly grabbed the wheel in a panic.

A half hour into their journey, Ji-ji checked to make sure Afarra slept peacefully, then asked in an undertone if they were being followed.

“Don’t worry, girlie-girl. We’re safe. The entry onto this side road’s barely visible from the road we were on. The Friends cleared this escape route years ago, just in case.”

“So how come you’re driving like a maniac?” Ji-ji asked.

“Told you. I’m a pessimist. Wouldn’t take a genius to figure out we’re headed for New York. But by then, god willing, the cavalry will’ve arrived.”

Hope bubbled up inside her. “Cavalry?”

“Friends of Freedom on the way to join us at the rendezvous.” He glanced at the clock on the truck’s display. “In an hour or two, I’d say.”

Ji-ji lit upon another worry to gnaw on. “Should we be heading to New York if some parrot betrayed us? Think there are other parrots at the Friends’ headquarters? Think it’s safe?”

“Nowhere’s safe in this world, girlie-girl.” The Viking hit another pothole. “Shit!”

“I just thought … if there’s a parrot, New York won’t be a safe—”

“I told you. There are parrot-spies everywhere, Jellybean. Even in Scandinavia. Fascists’ve always been a contagion. Always will be.”

Ji-ji gazed out of the window and saw the land rush past in nebulous streaks of charcoal. Occasionally, off in the distance, a porch light so faint you mistook it for a firefly. She studied her own reflection: the unremarkable face, which rarely attracted interest or attention; the worry in her eyes cos danger lurked around the corner for ex-seeds; and the part she couldn’t see—the hidden part that still frightened her at one moment and thrilled her the next. Almost everything that had happened to them since their time in Dimmers Wood was a result of one astonishing mutation. You have to be alive, Man Cryday, Ji-ji thought. Afarra an’ me, we need you.

“Thing is, Jellybean, you apply enough pressure to people an’ we get overheated. Shrink like a lake in a drought till all that’s left is a puddle. Folks all over the world got whacked by the Long Warming, droughts an’ hurricanes, the water wars, nuclear accidents, a half-assed attempt at a nuclear war. An’ here in these Disunited States, pandemics, another uncivil war, secession, science outlawed in the Territories after the Necessary Reversal. You name it, people got walloped by it. But climate was the scariest. Difficult to act reasonable when the seasons don’t.” With his driving hand, Norville swiped sweat from his face. Ji-ji resisted the urge to take his temperature. “You listening to me?”

“I’m listening.”

“Good. Cos this shit’s important. Why d’you think the E.S.S. is paranoid about communication? Why d’you think you gotta have a license in the SuperStates to carry a caller?” Before Ji-ji could answer, he said, “Cos they saw the harm unfettered communication did, that’s why. Sure, communication can save us, but it can also turn us into a lynch mob.”

For a while after that, they didn’t speak much. Nausea, caused by the winding roads, plagued Ji-ji. Absurd for her to suffer from car sickness given the aerial feats she could perform. But up there in the open sky it was different.

At one point, Ji-ji spotted Norville nodding off and shouted at him to watch out. He blinked himself awake and swore at her when she again suggested she take a look at his injury. He stumbled half-heartedly into another monologue, but his voice soon trailed off. He moaned softly, then leaned over the steering wheel. Looked like he was on the verge of losing consciousness. She had to act.

“You got a first aid kit?” Ji-ji asked, expecting him to chew her out.

He sat up a little. “Christ Almighty, I forgot! Bjorn reminded me he’d slipped one into the rear compartment. She awake back there?”

Ji-ji looked back at Afarra, who was fast asleep. “Yeah,” Ji-ji lied, “she’s awake.”

“You sure?” Norville said, doubtfully. He raised himself up from his slump so he could peer in the rearview mirror a second after Ji-ji reached back and poked Afarra, who jerked herself upright and mumbled something incoherent. Circus growled.

“See?” Ji-ji said, as convincingly as she could.

“Good,” Norville said, in a voice that revealed how serious his injury was. “Tell her to pull down that middle section in the back seat. There’s a storage compartment back there. Tell her … look for a box with a cross on it. Says First Aid. Can she read?”

“I read real good,” Afarra stated, clearly offended by his question.

Ji-ji prayed the box would be more impressive than the first aid kit in the planting dining hall. The small cardboard boxes provided to kitchen-seeds contained little more than a tube of antiseptic ointment, a handful of adhesive bandages that slid off as soon as they got wet, a pair of rusty scissors, and some isopropyl alcohol. If you were real lucky, they contained a few painkillers, but only cos Doc Riff snuck them in from the seed clinic. Fearful she’d given Norville the impression she knew a lot about medicine, Ji-ji admitted she could use some help.

“Don’t worry, Jellybean. You ain’t in the Territories now. Should be a liquid suture pack in there. Nifty little invention. Should be a spray antiseptic too. God only knows what kinda germs this filthy cloth’s got on it.”

“Me?” Afarra called from the back, thinking he was addressing her. “I take a bath every day. Tell him, Elly.”

“Not you, Afarra,” Ji-ji hastily assured her. “He wasn’t talking about you.”

Their bodyguard was devastated. “But-but,” he stuttered, “why would she think—? I would never call her a … You know that, right? Tell her, Jellybean. Tell her I’d never—”

“S’okay,” Ji-ji said. “She’s used to answering to ‘Cloth’ on the planting, that’s all.”

To Ji-ji’s surprise, the Viking’s eyes filled with tears. He addressed Afarra’s reflection in the rearview mirror. “I would never address you with that godawful word. As for the swearing, habit is all it is. Doesn’t signify disrespect, okay?”

Without hesitation, Afarra replied, “Okay,” and proceeded to unbuckle her seat belt and search for the first aid kit. Soon, her head buried inside the compartment, Afarra called out in a muffled voice that she had found the “cross box.”

“Yes!” Ji-ji cried when she saw the bounty inside. It didn’t take long to find the suture pack and the antiseptic spray. “Pull over,” she ordered. “Can’t do this while you’re driving.”

“Yeah, you can,” Norville contended. “All you gotta do is spray it with that sprayer, then slap on one o’ them liquid sutures.” Using his bloodied left hand to raise his shirt, he revealed his pale, hairy, blood-covered belly. “I’m on a new workout program,” he said, contradicting what he’d told her earlier, and was as shy about his body, apparently, as Ji-ji was about hers.

“It is very good to have some extra body,” Afarra said, “to survive the famine times.”

As the truck swung along the narrow road, Ji-ji attempted to tend to his wound. “No way I can do this while you’re driving. Pull over.”

“Pull over!” Afarra commanded. “Else the blood drips out like blood an’ you die.”

“Thanks for the pep talk, kid,” the bodyguard said. But he pulled over.

Ji-ji found written instructions inside the box and used an oversized antiseptic wipe to clean the area. The spray, though its ice-cold temperature made Norville holler, immediately numbed him. Applying the liquid suture, which came in the form of a pliable gel bandage, wasn’t difficult. Ji-ji and Afarra were grateful when they examined the cloth and saw that the blood had stiffened, suggesting the bleeding had stopped. Ji-ji tried not to think about what Doc Riff had taught her during her stints at the planting clinic about the risks of internal bleeding.

Norville instructed Ji-ji to administer a shot of antibiotics and give him four super-strength killers. She balked at first, but the Viking insisted his tolerance for killers of the medicinal kind was high. Hurriedly, she found the delivery pen for the broad-spectrum antibiotics. Afarra giggled when the pen started to issue verbal instructions about how to administer the shot and dispense the medicine through a needle so small Ji-ji could barely see it.

“The SuperStates is being very smart,” Afarra concluded. “I am thinking we will like New York. So don’t be scared, Circus. We escape to safety space now.”

Norville pulled down his shirt and asked for some of the water he’d stored under the front passenger seat. After he’d downed the killers, he said, “Wait till you see her—the city.”

“We see her already,” Afarra said. “When we come here as refugees, we see it.”

“Thought they whisked you off to a secluded location soon as you arrived.”

Ji-ji affirmed they did. “The Friends thought it was too risky to let people know we’d survived. She’s talking about the drive into New York from D.C. We saw skyscrapers then.”

“Then you only got a nibble. This time round you’ll have a feast.” Afarra laughed at the metaphor. “Ain’t nothin like it in the Disuniteds,” the bodyguard continued. “The New York levees put the ones in D.C. to shame. Skyscrapers too—some already operational and occupied. City’s still in recovery mode. But you’d expect that after the shit this country’s been through.”

The road had straightened out considerably, which enabled them to see for miles behind them. Norville reached up and adjusted the rearview mirror. “What the—?”

Ji-ji stuck her head out of the window and craned her neck to look behind them.

Barreling down the hill in the far distance, two vehicles, headlights blazing. “Is it them?” Ji-ji cried. “Thought they couldn’t follow us?”

“They can’t,” Norville replied. He swerved back onto the road and took off.

From the back, Afarra cried, “They come to kill us, isn’t it?”

Norville screamed at Ji-ji. “Get your head inside ’fore those bastards shoot it off!”

Ji-ji did as she was told. “Thought they couldn’t follow us,” she repeated.

As the truck lurched along the narrow road, Afarra reached forward and grabbed Ji-ji’s arm. “You take me with you when you fly, Elly! An’ Circus too! We stop now so you can fly us to New York. Stop the car, Norville! We get out now an’ fly a way home!”

Norville yelled, “Shut up, both of you! You in the seat behind. Buckle up. NOW!”

Afarra scooted back into the rear bench seat and buckled up. She was crying.

“She’s scared,” Ji-ji said. “Don’t yell at her.”

“She’ll be scared all right if those bastards catch up with us. Shit!”

“Sh-shit!” Afarra blubbered from the back seat.

Ji-ji reached back and grabbed Afarra’s hand. “It’s okay,” she said. “We’ll be okay.”

They raced to the top of the next hill. After they’d crested it, Norville yelled, “Hold on!”

Tires screeching like Dimmer ghosts, they made a suicidal left turn into the forest. Luckily, now that he could use both hands, the bodyguard’s driving had improved. Norville weaved in and out through the trees like a maniac. Ji-ji could hardly bear to look.

After they’d traveled for some time along a trail barely wide enough to accommodate the truck, Norville came to an abrupt halt and switched off the lights. They sat in darkness.

“Think they’ll realize we went off-road?” Ji-ji whispered, as if the enemy were nearby.

Norville shook his head. “Not till they’ve driven way past the turn. This detour’s even harder to spot than the other one, an’ they’re way too far back to have seen us. Oh shit!”

“What is it?” Ji-ji asked.

Then she saw them way back in the distance. Headlights!

“No way!” Norville cried. “It’s impossible!”

He floored it again. As the speeding truck rocked like a boat in a storm, he turned to Ji-ji and said, “Wait a minute. You got something in that stupid fuckin bag they can track?”

“No!”

“You sure? Trackers can be tiny. Size of a blueberry or a fuckin raisin. Smaller even. That bag ever been outta your sight past few days?”

“No!” Ji-ji insisted. “I swear!”

Afarra screamed as they hit a rut.

“None of this makes sense,” Norville said. “Still can’t figure out how they knew to head for the truck at the water tower. Hang on a minute!” Norville addressed Afarra’s reflection in the rearview mirror. “Afarra, you ever let that pooch outta your sight in the past few days?”

“No,” Afarra replied, cagily. Something about her denial didn’t sit right.

Ji-ji turned round to face her again. “You ever let Circus outta your sight?” she asked. “Even for a minute?”

“No, Elly,” Afarra said. She shook her head vigorously and didn’t look up.

“What about that guard who stopped by? The one who offered to give Circus a grooming. You were there with Circus all the time, right?”

“Yes!” Afarra cried. But her voice was almost hysterical.

“She lying?” Norville asked. “Those goons’ll hunt us down like runaway seeds if the pooch has been tracked. They got subcutaneous trackers can send out a signal—”

Afarra buried her head in her beloved dog. In a voice half swallowed by his fur, she said, “It was only one minute! He ask me so I go get the clippers for Circus for his claws.”

Norville punched the steering wheel. “Jesus Christ in heaven! Which guard?”

Afarra sputtered a reply: “The t-tall one with the short-short hair.”

“Goes by the name of Lance, right?” Ji-ji said.

“SHIT!” Norville yelled. The passengers, including Circus, jumped. “Lance was one of the traitors I shot back there. That pooch got a collar? Could be embedded in that.”

Ji-ji shook her head. Afarra hated collars and leashes as much as she hated shoes.

“Right then,” Norville said. “Only one option. We jettison the pooch.”

“NO!” Afarra screamed. “We not jettison NOTHIN! Circus an’ me is the same!” Afarra beat her chest with her fist. “His heart, my heart together. Ba-BOOM, ba-BOOM! Circus is not going nowhere! Elly! Carry us to safety space.”

Ji-ji could hardly bear to look at her. “I can’t. I’m not strong enough to fly with you both again—not for a flight as long as that. Besides, if Circus is tracked, they’ll find us.”

“They’ll shoot you down like a goddam crow’s what she means.”

Ji-ji turned on him. “Can’t you see how scared she is?”

“Know how scared she’ll be when the goons in the trucks behind us haul her skinny ass back to the Territories? I’m not messing around. Grab the pooch an’ throw it out the window.”

Afarra’s ear-piercing shriek reverberated through the truck. “Nooooo, Elly! You not take him! He s-save me! With the knife! Circus use his nose to push it. In the sh-shed. So I escape from Chaff Man Black Hood an’ f-from Sl-Sloppy Moon. Otherwise Chaff Man poke an’ poke all the time! Circus is the one saving me!”

Ji-ji unbuckled her seat belt. She ignored Norville’s cussing. She grabbed her flight bag, braced herself against the side and roof of the rocking truck, and clambered into the back seat. She strapped herself in, took Afarra in her arms and held her tight. After their hard-won victory in the Freedom Race and their escape from the Dream Coop, they’d ended up on a rural backroad at night—the kind of terrifying place where countless others like them had ended up throughout history, hunted by men who saw them as prey.

Afarra sobbed into her chest. “If you d-do this, Elly, I shrivel. Like a orange p-peel!”

Ji-ji turned to their bodyguard. “Please, Norville.”

Norville’s tone was firm but not cruel: “What you think is gonna happen when they catch up to us? Think those bastards’ll keep the pooch as a pet? He’s a goner either way. All we need to decide is if we’re gonna go with him.” Norville’s voice cracked when he added, “If we’re lucky, they’ll track him for a while ’fore they catch on. If we don’t jettison the pooch, we’ll—”

Afarra pulled away from Ji-ji and grabbed hold of the necklace of Seeing Eyes around her neck. Her expression changed. Her bone-chilling stare terrified Ji-ji.

“His name is Circus!” Afarra cried, in the dead wizard’s voice.

“Uncle Dreg?” Ji-ji asked. “Is that you?”

“How’d she do that?” Norville spluttered.

“FIND ANOTHER WAY!” the ghostly voice ordered.

“Is there another way?” Ji-ji asked, desperately. “Can we remove the tracker?”

“No,” Norville replied, firmly. “Even if we had an extractor, we’d need a detector too, else we could jab the pooch a thousand times and come up empty.”

The bodyguard reached back behind him suddenly with one hand and made a grab for Circus. While the truck zigzagged wildly, he yelled at Afarra to hand him over.

Afarra bit down hard on his hand. Norville yelped as Afarra’s teeth grabbed hold of the flesh between his index finger and thumb and didn’t let go.

Norville yanked his bloody hand away. Because he wasn’t watching the trail ahead, he swerved and grazed a tree. The terrifying sound of metal scraping against wood.

Another tree up ahead! Norville slammed on the brakes and stopped just in time.

“Get her to safety!” Ji-ji cried, as she secured her flight bag to her chest.

Before either of them could stop her, Ji-ji grabbed Circus, thrust open the door, and shot out of the vehicle. Two steps later, she was airborne. A few seconds after that, she was level with the treetops.

Ji-ji looked back once and thought she saw Afarra’s agonized face in the side window of the truck, thought she heard Norville cussing. She’d just executed the only part of her plan she’d thought through. Uncle Dreg had told her to find another way, so she’d found it.

She whispered to the little dog her adopted sister loved like her own offspring: “Forgive me, Circus. I got no choice.”

She tucked the Pomeranian under her arm and flew off into the night like a raptor.






10 AFARRA IS DONE WITH VIKINGS


Afarra knows she has been left behind. One best friend will kill another. Elly tricked her. I’ll never leave you, she promised. A lie. She snatched her best animal friend and flew away.


Blackbird, pretty bird, take to the sky.

Bye-bye, Blackbird, time to die.



Who is singing that bye-bye song? Not her. Not the wizard neither. Lua-Dim, Elly’s dead best friend from the planting—she is the one singing it as she cradle-rocks her deadborn.

Afarra has lost her baby too. She looks around for her old friend Uncle Dreg, but he is not being visible to her anymore. Just his voice, as usual, planting thoughts she’d never come up with and choosing words she would never pick.

The Viking slams down his bitten hand on the steering wheel. Teeth marks on the hand of the man who tried to throw Circus away like garbage. Afarra’s heartbroke heart ba-BOOMing.

“Jesus Christ!” the Viking hollers. “How’m I gonna break the news to Lucky?”

After what just happened, this is the fool’s main question. Afarra is done with Vikings.

She shrieks Elly’s name over and over and tries to pry open the car door so she can jump out. Locked! She grabs the Viking around his stubble neck and lunges at his eyes. If he can’t see, he can’t drive. He flings her off him like a bug.

A second later, she is strapped into Elly’s front passenger seat. No—not a second later. Dawn! The fall-blue sky is alive and singing the Blackbird song.

Afarra claps her hands over her ears. Too sorrowful.

“I see you’re back in the land of the living,” the Viking says.

Hoping the nightmare is a nightmare, Afarra holds her breath and turns to look at the back seat.

Empty. No Elly. No Circus.

“Guess you had a fit back there,” the Viking says. “Epileptic maybe. Convulsions. You suffer from them? Hit your head ’fore I got you strapped in. Those bastards chased after her instead of us. S’why I had time to tend to you. The Existential saved us both.”

For what? Afarra thinks, as the Viking small-talks at her as if she’s still alive. She’s not. Elly has killed her, like the cardinal in the game killed Angel Birdgirl. Everything is stuffed inside the game and the whole shitty world is a seed cage.

Afarra figures she must already belong to the tribe of Dimmer-dead cos she blinks and there they are—a mischief of Dimmers come to drag her down to the underneath.

The Dimmers tear after the truck, latch onto it, splay themselves onto the windscreen, maggoty flesh flapping! They shriek loud enough to wake the peaceful dead. Afarra sees them, hears them, smells them. Mostly eyeless, bones playing peekaboo with flesh, voices like screeching tires or bats. Rotten meat, skunk stench.

A Dimmer, parts of him burned to the bone, rides on the hood. His remaining skin is burnt white in some parts, burnt black in others. His one remaining eye hangs by a string from its socket like the bulbous eye of a fish. Fish-Dim glares at her as if she was the one blew half his face off and burnt what’s left of him. Afarra wants to ask him why he smells like rotting fish, but she can tell by the expression on the remainder of his face and the way his bauble eye is looking at the Seeing-Eye necklace she’s wearing he’s itching to strangle her with it.

She fingers the fat wooden beads. Pastpresentfuture all mashed together by the dead wizard’s Seeing Eyes, seeing glimpses of everything at once. Sometimes when Afarra wears the wizard’s necklace, she sees around corners and underground. Normally, she knows the difference between the Here and Now and the There and Then, but the eye beads don’t.

She hears the clang-clang bells again. She’s blind. Her face hurts. For some reason, her underarms are screaming. From her sad perch on Planting 437, Sylvie screams too.

Before Afarra can catch her breath, the Seeing Eyes drag her off somewhere else. A deluge place this time. Blades churn the air. Frond-fingers on palms pulled every which way by a storm as a fly-boy weeps purple tears and shares secrets.

Afarra yanks herself back to the truck, tries to contact Elly in her head and beg her to find another way. Tries till it gives her a headache. They’re on a different road without a lot of potholes. Heading south to New York City. Without Elly. Without Circus.

“You ever convulsed before?” the Viking asks. “Could be the stress brought it on. Thought I’d lost you. You bit your tongue ’fore I could shove something in your mouth an’—”

Afarra balls up her left hand into a fist and punches the Viking on the side of the head. Her punch is awkward, the angle all wrong for big bastards. He hardly flinches.

“Not in my mouth!” Afarra screams. “Never put nothin in my mouth! Else I KILL you!”

She waits for him to punch her back. Take her head and bangbangbang it on the dashboard. Or stick something up inside her. Or spit in her face and call her a stinking Cloth.

He doesn’t. Instead, the fairskin looks at her, his face so mournful she has to look away. She will not feel sorry for the big bastard. No siree.

Then, abracadabra! She feels sorry for the bastard.

Uncle Dreg the Oziadhee wizard is to blame. He wants her to empathize (his word) with everyone. The old wizard tells her this as if he assumes empathy’s a blessing not a curse. Proof that even wizards can be wrong.

The Dimmer-dead slide off the truck with a sucking sound. Afarra imagines it’s the sound an octopus makes with those suckers they got. Or like the sound the toilet plunger made in their Aerie apartment in D.C. She and Elly living there together in that elevation building before the Dream was snatched away.

The Dimmers slide squidgily off the truck and onto the road behind them.

In the side mirror, some of them wave goodbye like relatives. She expects to see the mirror covered in goop but it’s not.

The tribe whooshes ahead in an instant—one body, one mind. There they are being ghouly in the middle of the road. Dozens of them. Hundreds. Flesh dripping like wax, eyes lost to bone sockets or blazing white like fire wheels. The Viking can’t see them—thinks the path ahead is clear. “The dead is waiting,” Afarra wants to say, only things are moving too fast.

The perennial Dimmer-boy—the one with the furry ass’s ears and the noose he wears around his broken neck—stands brazenly at the head of the dreadful congregation. As the truck passes right through him, the Dimmer-boy gives her the middle finger and shouts like an echo, “COWARD! You promise to save us! You LIED!”

Pay him no mind, the wizard tells her. It’s not rudeness. It’s how the lynched child redirects his fear. But Afarra knows the middle finger is always rude when it’s directed at you.

The inflamed tribe of the Risen Dead get smaller in the side mirror that looks backward but gets larger in her brain. An inverse relationship, the wizard says, like it’s normal.

“Sorry ’bout Circus,” the Viking says. “You okay?”

Before she remembers to ignore him, she answers, bitterly, “What do you think?”

“I think you’re devastated. Gutted, Lucky would say. Shit-scared too. I don’t blame you either. I think you loved that little dog like he was your best friend.”

“Best animal friend,” Afarra contends. (Whoopsie daisy. She forgot she’s not speaking to the big bastard ever again.)

“Makes sense,” the bastard says. “Guess Jellybean’s your best human friend then.”

“Elly is not being human.”

“Fine. Your best mutant friend then.”

“Mutant is a bigot word! I will not be speaking to you from now till doomsday.”

It infuriates her when he turns back to the road and sighs. A sad sigh. While he keeps talking, she keeps trying not to listen.

“Lucky’ll be happy you’re okay. Friends’ll be arriving soon to escort us to the city.”

Afarra folds her arms and looks straight ahead. She will not answer him or look at him. She is against all Vikings everywhere.

“I had a dog once,” the Viking says. “A lab.” (She likes labs.) “Name was Jimmy Bee—Bee for short.”

Dumb name for a dog, she thinks. A bee is very different from a canine dog. When they buzztalk, bees is always in a nonstop hurry. She can only understand the bees if she replays the buzz in her head to slow it down to crawling. Dogs she can hear without the slowing. Easy.

Circus told her he was afraid. His shaky-shakies told her too. “I am very scared,” he used to say to her all the time, so she would rub her hand over his sweet, orange-sized head to comfort him. She can be very brave when there’s someone to protect. Alone, she is a Cowardice.

Why she loves him—never once did Circus call her Cloth. He does not look down on her. He looks up all the time. His little tongue is a lickle of a tickle. Or is it a tickle of a lickle? She can’t remember. But she remembers his eyes—a pair of black stars. She promised to love him to the end of her days and he said okay I do it too and that’s all the promises they needed to make.

Last year, for her official birthday, Elly made Justitia Omnibus papers for Circus. Same as the ones Elly made for her, only with his name on so Circus is official. Elly leaves out most of the WHEREASes cos they’re irrelevant, she says. But they hold on to two. Two’s all you need for a Pomeranian, Elly says. Afarra and the wizard-in-her-head remember every word:


And WHEREAS all canines are assigned to the lowest rung of the steaders’ Great Ladder, mutants and traitors being the only group on the only rung below them;

And WHEREAS all canines have no rights to speak of, which is a travesty;

Therefore, let it be RESOLVED from now on that Circus the Pomeranian (known briefly as Monty the Pomeranian for his own protection), the former canine captive of Chaff Man II Cherub Holleran, Planting Executioner, now deceased, has the right to live in friendship and equality with Afarra for all time and forever;

And let it be RESOLVED that Circus the Pomeranian is entitled to the same rights and luxuries as a queen’s corgis. The end.



Afarra added the last sentence so it would be final.

In one of his calls from beyond the pond, Lucky was the one who told them how in the Age of Plenty in England no dog was treated better. Corgis lived in palaces, sat on red velvet cushions, and ate off gold plates. Everyone—most especially the Elizabeth Regina queen—loved them like children. If Afarra could choose a time to live, she would live in the Age of Plenty with Elly and Circus and the Regina Queen, in a palace with plumbing and corgis. Which aren’t nearly as smart or as pretty as Pomeranians, in her opinion.

She fingers the wooden eye beads around her neck, stares at the largest one with the wide-open eye that sees everything all at once—pastpresentfuture. A big muddle to dissect. Like she is running while the world is standing still, or she is standing still while the world is running. Or sometimes she is walking backward so fast it makes her dizzy.

The wizard says, Despair is not the way. Wherever Circus goes he will be loved.

“But they go without me!” Afarra cries. She doesn’t mean to say this out loud, but it cascades out of her anyway, rising up from her chest in crests of agony.

The Viking reaches over and takes her hand. A kind gesture, the wizard says. But it scares her. She’s used to men who reach for something else after that. If he does, she will bite him again.

He doesn’t.

This is not Chaff Man or Vanguard Casper or any of the other men who hurt you, the wizard-in-her-head tells her. This White man is Lucky’s friend. A foul-mouthed good man.

She looks down at her feet and sees the sad eyes of the dice staring at her. Someone makes up a rhyme in her head:


“1 + 1,” the two dice say.

“One-plus-one has flown away.”



“You’re safe now,” the Viking says. “Look, I know I’m this brute of a guy with a lousy disposition, but you can’t judge a book by its cover. Jellybean asked me to look after you. Till she gets back, you got a Friend of Freedom by your side. Lucky’s friend. If I get grouchy an’ cuss—cos I’ve lived alone mostly so I got a shitload of bad habits, an’ people in general annoy the hell outta me—all you gotta say is ‘Get a grip, Norv, for Chrissake!’”

A short while later, Afarra feels her head nod forward as she eases into a dream.

Circus is on her lap again. He licks her face. “You come back to me!” she exclaims. Elly sits beside them, purple wings ashimmer. “I couldn’t do it,” Elly says. “So I saved him instead.”

Afarra wakes to the crush of Here and Now. She makes a vow. If Circus returns as Circus-Dim, shattered from his fall, she will love him the same. She has never seen a dog among the tribe of Dimmer-dead, but misery loves company, her friend Dipthong Spareseed used to say, and Afarra wouldn’t put it past the tribe to snatch up his little corpse and leash him to their fury. If they do, she will find a way to snatch him back from them—like Elly’s friend Lua-Dim snatched back her deadborn in the afterlife and cradled her icicle baby to her breast.

Some things a body loves too vividly to let go.

The Viking speaks. His voice seems to come from afar, like she does.

“Take a nap, Afarra. I’ll get you to New York in one piece.”

Are you blind? she thinks. I’m in pieces already.

“I made a bunch of promises to Lucky Dyce, an’ Norville Einar keeps his promises. Rest now, okay? I got you. Get some shut-eye.”

It makes her jump when the cranky Viking starts to lullaby her to sleep like a mother.

“Rock-a-bye baby on the treetop,” he croons, which makes Afarra think of Lua-Dim again and Silas, her pretty deadborn.

Norville Einar is a terrible singer. Also, Afarra wants to remind him that she’s not a baby. But when he gets to the part about the bough breaking, all she can think about is Circus falling, falling. And then she thinks of how broken Elly will feel after she lets go—like Sylvie the planting penal tree used to feel on Planting 437 when big bastard steaders are hanging seeds to her limbs. Sappy tears coursing down her pitted trunk. A trumpety, trunk-y sound like an elephant echoes through the bush. How come she never realized before how Sylvie’s trunk and elephant trunks were Freedom Twins? A thought too deep to carry.

And then the truth returns to haunt her worse than the Dimmer-dead. She can never unlove Elly. The wizard tells her—One of life’s great sorrows is that indiscriminate loving almost always kills you. He’s right. It killed Wizard Dreg, and Zyla, and now (say it!) Circus! Could be it will kill me in the end, Afarra thinks. The wizard doesn’t contradict her.

Meanwhile, Norville sings in his off-key, Viking-y voice: “Down will come baby, cradle and all.” In the company of a foul-mouthed good man, Afarra surrenders to exhaustion. Her head nods as Sleep stampedes toward her: a herd of trees, trumpeting a lullaby.






11 MAD AS HELL IN THE MADLANDS


No seed wanted to be caught dead—or alive, for that matter—in the Madlands.

The swath of land that ran along the lower eastern seaboard of the Disunited States and encompassed all of the state formerly known as Florida—chunks of other states as well—was a flood-prone, gator-infested, malaria-ravaged hellhole crawling with warring clans, ruthless militias, and drug lords vying for power. Not even on Planting 437, when she’d been forced to mate with Vanguard Casper whose abuse was legendary, had Sloppy felt more outraged. A former Commonseed with hardly any lucre, fake papers, and only one friend, Sloppy’s mission was simple: get back to D.C. as fast as possible and find a way to execute the executioner.

According to Crupper, who occasionally tossed her a scrap of info to chew on, there were a handful of Black settlements in the Madlands too, Turnabout being one. But only a fool would expect a warm welcome if they showed up at one of these. Wary of attack and fearful of disease—metaflu pandemics and Ebola outbreaks having decimated entire settlements—these fortified communities kept themselves to themselves. Even the fairskin settlements usually rejected any alliance with the Homestead Territories. They wanted nothing to do with the Eastern SuperState or the Urban Independents either. Their sole loyalty was to themselves, Crupper said.

During the Age of Plenty, spoiled citizens on all shades of the Color Wheel could live Free. But this wasn’t the Age of Plenty; this was the Age of Peril, he told her, as if she were a total ignoramus. You didn’t head down to this part of the world to lounge on some beach—no siree. You headed down to the Madlands cos you were out of decent options.

Got that right, Crupper, Sloppy thought. God knows you’re not a decent option, asshole. If Chaff Man wasn’t holding Dip as collateral, I’d murder you slow, inch by inch. Your screams would wake the dead. One thing she knew for an absolute certainty. If she got out alive from the Madlands, Crupper and his boss would rue the day they messed with madwoman Delilah Moon.

Sloppy’s keen sense of irony made her appreciate how apt it was that she wound up traveling through this region when she was mad as hell. Apart from her days in The Margins during the Freedom Race, she had never been in an environment that so closely mirrored her own homicidal predilections. Sloppy asked if the Madlands was as bad as The Margins.

“Huh, you wish,” Crupper said. “Margins ain’t got nothin on the Madlands. You’re in for a treat, Slop,” he added spitefully.

Not long after they’d set out from D.C., Sloppy had begun to call Crupper “Crapper” in her head. The name fit him to a tee. Early on, she tried to use a mind meld to cause his loyalty to shift her way. She’d read about mind melds in some sci-fi story. Didn’t work. She blamed it on Crupper. Like trying to communicate with cottage cheese.

Anyone with a brain could tell Crupper was mixed, even though he tried to hide it. Shaved his head, looked like, even though he wasn’t bald, so he could hide its nappiness. Worked hard to sound like a steader when he talked. Like Jellybean, Tiro, Marcus, Tulip, and almost all the other half-caste Muleseeds she’d ever met, Crupper thought he was hard done by. He moaned about everything from the car he had to drive, to the heat, to her body odor (hers!), to the fact that he’d drawn the short straw and had to escort her down to the Madlands.

Soon after they’d exited D.C., Crupper claimed ownership of the car’s interior and proceeded to make himself comfortable. He farted and belched, grabbed her crotch once when he had nothing better to do. Then he seemed to remember her lover was a Tainted. He swore. Snatched his hand from her snatch so fast you would’ve thought it was the mouth of a cobra. Sloppy wished it was. Wouldn’t that be a hoot. Old Crapper would’ve crapped himself.

Turned out Crupper’s spiteful side was a mile wide. He took pains to share the description the contacts had been provided: “A butt-ugly female Commonseed in her thirties with a lazy eye, a bum toe, an’ no hair to speak of.” Sloppy hated herself for aching to tell him she was twenty-two or thereabouts, and that being Vanguard Casper’s seedmate would age anyone. She vaguely remembered being pretty once. The memory stabbed her in the gut.

At a no-name hellhole near Savannah, with a run-down bar and a few falling-down houses, the future spat in Sloppy’s face again. Crupper—who had tormented her during the three grueling days it took them to drive over roads so bad her sciatica kicked in—declared it was time for her to fend for herself so she’d arrive in Turnabout looking “authentic.” Sloppy imagined herself yanking out Crupper’s teeth one by one with a pair of pliers. He’d lost a couple of teeth already, but there were still plenty to inspire her.

Crupper handed her a ratty, hand-drawn map, a few lousy dollars, a canteen of warm water, some fake papers, and a list of venues to stop off at along the way, where contacts loyal to the Territories may or may not be waiting with directions and/or info. But she mustn’t look for them, he warned. They’d find her. No, she didn’t need to know their names. The contacts had her description, so they’d ferret her out. Easy.

He’d called her a seed all the way from D.C. to this place. “Commonseed Sloppy,” he liked to say, or “Sloppy the Common.” Each time he did, she’d yank out another tooth. Most recently, it was his dog tooth. It howled at the moon when she ripped it from his mouth. Or maybe that was Crapper himself howling? Either way, her imagination was a blessed comfort.

“Any names you can give me, just in case?” she asked. “Of the contacts, I mean.”

“Think we give out names to the likes of you, Commonseed? Secrets rule in a place like this. An’ the best keeper of secrets wins.”

Sloppy apologized. Said she hadn’t meant to give offense. (Courtesy of her lively imagination, she was yanking out a back molar, shearing off other teeth on the way out.)

“Wish I could escort you further,” he said, with lackadaisical insincerity, as he guzzled one of the many cans of beer he’d brought along to treat himself on the road. “But I’m doing you a favor dropping you off here. You gotta look like you been through hell an’ back. They got Turnabout patrollers out as far as Jacksonville, so they’ll be watching for activity. When you get to Turnabout, they’ll ask you to detail your journey. You coast in on some fancy vehicle with skin unbitten, shoes intact, an’ hands not much the worse for wear an’ they’ll know you’re a parrot. Luckily, you look the part. Ain’t no one round here gonna mistake you for a lady.”

Sloppy gave herself over to a modest smile and clamped down on the figment pliers as they latched onto a front tooth.

“An’ here’s a tip from the wise,” Crupper added, as if he’d been storing up all his words of wisdom for this moment. “Don’t assume things in the Madlands is the way they are back home in the Territories.” She wanted to spit. Since when was the Territories back home? “We got reliable intel some of the clans further south is in cahoots with the turncoats in Turnabout. They got fairskin an’ dusky clans down here. A shitload o’ shit is ass backwards in the Madlands.” Though his limited vocabulary consoled her, the consolation was short-lived. “Don’t come back ’less you got something good to report on. Boss ain’t keen on losers.”

“Chaff Man, you mean?” she’d asked.

He laughed uproariously and smacked his knee. “You think that asshole’s calling the shots? Couldn’t get a dog to follow him if he had a dozen gnaw-bones tied to his prick. Only rumor has it he ain’t got one, so I guess you ain’t about to tie bones to a nonexistent boner.” Sloppy perked up at that, but the ignoramus must’ve realized he’d blabbed cos he clammed up.

She took a risk and said, “Guess your boss must be Lotter.”

“You know the Lord Commander?” Crupper asked, his interest piqued all of a sudden.

She knew then exactly what motivated him. Crupper was a power whore. Lots of those types in the Territories and beyond. Mongrels mostly—True Hybrids were the worst—who sucked up to the authorities and got their rise from power porn. Briefly, she thought about making him pay for his betrayal. He must be twice her age, which could be a plus, and she would have the advantage of a surprise attack. She could grab the can of beer, crush it, and stuff the jagged edge into his face. Or she could offer to give him a blow job and sever an artery—do unto another bastard what had apparently been done to the Chaff. But even as she ideated her plan to castrate him, she knew it was futile. If Crupper didn’t return, Dip was done for.

Sloppy made her expression as meek as she could and said, “I worked for Arundale Duke Lotter for years as a”—she substituted kitchen-seed for a less servile-sounding position—“as his cook. Lord-Father Lotter used to be real fond of my dishes.”

Crupper looked her up and down contemptuously. “Who you kidding? A gentleman like Lotter’d rather slit his throat than be served by a slut who cavorts with a Tainted.”

Crupper’s use of the word cavorts depressed her, signaling as it did that the moron may have unrestricted access to a dictionary.

“Memorize the map I give you, then get rid of it,” he said. “Those rebels find a map on your sorry ass an’ they’ll wanna know who give it to you. Head south. No. Make that southwest, then take that easterly turn—see it?”

When she pointed out that the tattered map he’d given her wasn’t to scale, he seemed offended that someone on a lower rung of the steaders’ Great Ladder knew what “to scale” meant. When she asked him how far Turnabout was, Crupper shrugged, sulkily. When she said she’d never make it on foot, he told her to be creative.

Yeah, she thought. I could be creative with your intestines, Crapper. Weave me a nice little sweetgrass basket with ’em, given the opportunity.

Crupper took another swig of beer. She watched his Adam’s apple cavort in his throat. He belched twice, loudly, then yelled at her to get out. A second later he zipped off as she wrenched out the last of the hard-to-get-at molars from his bloody mouth.

All the way to the first contact point, some twenty miles farther on, she imagined Crupper begging for mercy. One of the few comforts she found in a land as mad as she was.



Inside the relative safety of the vehicle, the Madlands was intimidating; on foot, the place was diabolical. One of the contacts never showed up. When it got too risky to keep waiting in the shitty bar for him, Sloppy ventured out alone on that leg of the journey.

Each horror seemed worse than the one before. The gator that blended into the background till you were close enough to see its reptilian eye flick open; the bone-chilling night chorus of insects and other unidentifiable creatures gossiping about which part of your ravaged body they’d nibble on next; the clan and militia settlements you had to avoid if you wanted to make it to the next day; and the taunt you didn’t want to hear—that you were all alone in the armpit of the Disunited States, and the bastard who sent you there probably never intended for you to survive. Obviously, Chaff Man didn’t appreciate how much danger he’d be in if he didn’t deliver useful info. When Lotter was disappointed, look out! She consoled herself with the notion that if she couldn’t slit Chaff Man’s throat, the Twelfth would take care of it.

Sloppy was a tough cookie, as Dip constantly reminded her. But traveling on foot through the Madlands nearly brought her to her knees. Twice she had to sleep outside in the hideous dark. More times than she could count, she spotted napping gators—one as big as a rowboat. On two occasions, they spotted her too and barreled toward her like felled logs on speed. Three times, her contact’s lousy directions led her way too close to clan hideouts. Once, when dusk took her unawares, she wandered into a swamp and was confronted by the largest gator she’d ever seen. Made the ones that liked to sun themselves on the steps of the Capitol building in D.C. look like geckos. Fortunately, like most males she’d encountered, he wasn’t interested.

The last leg of the journey brought a brief reprieve from suffering after she latched onto an elderly Black couple. The woman was a Commonseed like her, the man a Tribalseed like Silapu and Uncle Dreg. Sloppy suspected the Tribalseed may have Toteppi blood cos he had the look of the wizard about him and a habit of speaking in annoying proverbs. She knew he was Toteppi for sure after he asked if she’d heard of any recent Toteppi massacres in the Madlands. He started to breathe normal again when she said she hadn’t. The couple, Patience and Ernest—“For real?” she’d asked when they introduced themselves—took pity on her and offered her a ride in their horse-drawn wagon. Sloppy took a memento with her—Ernest’s wallet, which he’d thoughtlessly left in his jacket when he’d gone to take a leak. “Finders, keepers” being one of her favorite mottos, Sloppy didn’t hesitate to take advantage of Ernest’s gross negligence.

When at last she limped into Turnabout’s rebel encampment—the remnants of her shoes bound to her feet with strips from a T-shirt, her arms and legs punctured by more than two dozen mosquito bites, at least two of which looked infected—Sloppy had a homicidal hatred of the Madlands that would have unhinged anyone less well acquainted with rage.

She hadn’t expected to be greeted with open arms, but when she’d imagined the various things that could happen to her if she reached her destination alive, being confined in a wooden cell the size of an outhouse while close-by waves pounded the shore and you were certain you’d get swept away as a storm raged for hours hadn’t been one of the options. The guards snatched Ernest’s wallet soon after they found it in her underwear. Thought at first she’d crapped herself and were scared to touch it. What kind of guard is scared to touch a turd? Easy come, easy go, Sloppy thought, as the men—more like boys—fished it out gingerly.

During her incarceration, Sloppy had been interrogated every which way by one rebel after another: “What’s your name? How come you found us? Where you come from?” She lied at first. Called herself Izzie Plifkaseed, the name on her fake papers. But she soon realized that if she wanted to get the attention of their leader, she needed to disclose her identity and hope they let their commander know who she was. So she told them the truth. Said she was the runner rep for Planting 437 and she and Marcus had competed in the Freedom Race some years back—she as a female runner and Marcus as a flyer-battler. They roared with laughter.

She tried screaming her name in the dead of night in hopes Marcus would hear her. “SLOPPY CASPERSEEDMATE!” she yelled at the top of her lungs. She set the dogs to barking and got smacked for it by the guard on duty that night. At best, the soldiers of Turnabout saw her as a fangirl obsessed with their commander; at worst, they saw her as a parrot.

She expected the guards to rape her. They didn’t. She had no idea why not till she smelled under her armpits. The guards mumbled shit about dangerous sleepwalkers and greeted each other with weird sayings like “We are nobody but ourselves.” Having decided her real name was fake and her fake name was real, the morons kept calling her Izzie.

When all you’ve got to listen to are waves, they drive you crazy. Pound, pound, pound in a never-ending, mind-numbing refrain. Everything tasted of tears. Sloppy licked her lips and discovered they were as salty as bacon, whether or not she’d been weeping. She didn’t weep hardly at all, but she was a stranger in a strange land. At night, loneliness pummeled her.

Three days after she’d staggered into Turnabout, a masked guard thrust open the door and ordered her to stand and turn around. “We wear the mask,” he declared, superfluously. She recognized the quote from some poem she’d read and assumed it was an indication that the coming rape would be executed incognito. Another guard warned her that if she tried any funny business, he’d shoot her. They cuffed her hands behind her back and told her to keep her trap shut. She steeled herself.

Once again, Turnabout fooled her when the guards grabbed her arms and marched her out of the cell across what appeared to be the center of the encampment. Sloppy squinted, her eyes unaccustomed to the light. Light at the edge of the ocean had more heft to it than it did in D.C. Were they taking her to see Marcus at last?

Knowing that each hour she spent locked up was another hour when Dip was in danger, Sloppy had yearned for her release. But now she wished they’d given her some notice so she could have prepared for the encounter. She had a stomach bug, which didn’t help. Her insides churned and a sour taste rose in her throat. Bad enough to have ridden with Marcus on a farty mare to the start of the Freedom Race. Now, here she was, years later, farting up a storm. She cursed herself for not guessing their next move. She should have known something was up when a female guard provided her with a bowl of salt water to splash on her face last night. She’d washed her face the best she could and swiped her privates too. Stung like hell cos she hadn’t been able to clean herself, and some of her pussy sores had gotten infected. She stank even worse than before. Arguably, her stench made her more “authentic,” but it also meant that Marcus Ain’t-I-Way-Too-Pretty-For-My-Own-Damn-Good? Aurelius would mistake her for the same Commonseed he’d known on Planting 437.

As the guards shoved her through the camp, which was much more impressive than she’d imagined—almost like a proper township, with dorms and a school and shops too—she reminded herself to focus. All you gotta do is make the Mule believe you’re a rebel. Don’t get distracted. Keep your eyes on the prize.

As soon as the guards steered her into the fancy dining room, Sloppy spied Marcus at the head of the table, lording it over everyone and doling out dispensations like the pope. The plushness of the furnishings shocked her. Pillaged for sure. Upholstered chairs, a heavy sideboard, a stout oak table—the kind of furnishings you see in steaders’ father-houses. A large floral rug too, and working electricity, courtesy of what sounded like a fleet of nearby generators. She tried not to be bowled over by the fact that Marcus lived in a state of luxury she and Dip could only dream of. His roomy two-story house made Chaff Man’s place look like a hovel. Hard to convince yourself you’ve made it up to the next rung when you see how good others have got it. She blamed it on what she’d dubbed the “Muleseed monopoly,” which enabled light-skinned half-breeds to claim everything steaders didn’t. She’d argued with Dip about it, saying Mules were genetically programmed to be unethical due to their corrupted blood lines. But Dip could be stubborn as an animule herself when it came to Jellybean and her ilk. “People is people,” Dip liked to say. Drove Sloppy crazy.

Eight captives preceded her. All of them begged for mercy and swore they’d come to join the fight for liberty and justice. From what she could discern from the back of the line, Marcus seemed to believe four of the eight; the rest he ruled could earn their liberty by working in the pigpen. It was only then that Sloppy remembered Chaff Man’s words. “They treat fairskins like pigs. Guess that’s what every one of you duskies’d do if you could—get revenge.” Did he mean this literally? She cursed herself for not risking Crupper’s wrath and peppering him with more questions. They’d been in the car together for three days, yet she’d spent most of it doing imaginary dental procedures. Were fairskins the filthy outcast Cloths of Turnabout? If so, for the first time in her life—assuming she could avoid being shot—she would be perched on a rung of the Great Ladder above fairskins. She squeezed her butt cheeks together and tried to will her stomach quiet. Why didn’t she say she needed to take a dump when the guards came to get her?

As the last of the other captives were led out, a lean Black man old enough to be her father came up to her: “So,” he said, “you contend that you know the commander?”

Sloppy nodded, unsure of how meekly to play it now that the man had used the verb contend. He didn’t seem like the type of Black man who took kindly to meekness. She told him what she’d told the others who’d questioned her—that they’d lived on the same planting and been entered in the Freedom Race together. She reminded herself that Marcus was educated by Emmeline Shadowbrook, the planting diviner, which meant he’d been the beneficiary of the best education of any seed on the planting. Old bat treated him like a son almost. She decided not to dumbass herself and instead to be an all-around truthteller—up to a point. Her mam’s voice echoed in her head. “Better to be hung for a sheep than a lamb,” Trexie used to say. And given her mam’s lynching outcome at Chaff Man’s hands, Trexie’s words had authority. So Sloppy added a few details about her journey, leaving out the part about Crupper, of course. Said she’d hitched a ride with a trucker for the initial leg. Then she’d covered dozens of miles on foot before she rode with a couple she’d met on the road who took pity on her. “S’why I’m all chewed up. Mosquitoes, et cetera,” she added, so he would know she was the kind of person who knew how to wield a Latin phrase. She couldn’t stifle a small fart. The lean man didn’t hit her for it. In fact, he pretended not to notice. Another indication he was classier than most.

“How long you been a guest at Turnabout?” the lean man asked.

Guest! she nearly exclaimed, before catching herself and saying she’d arrived roughly three days ago. “But could be I lost track of time, seeing as how I was incarcerated in a cell the size of a confessional with no windows an’ no fresh air whatsoever.”

“Yep,” the man said. “Our rumination cells’re pretty snug. Gives visitors time to contemplate their options, decide whether or not honesty’s a quality they value. Plus it gives us a chance to see if you got metaflu or some other contagion. Guess you’d like fancier accommodation, seeing as how you and the commander are best buddies.”

“I didn’t say that,” Sloppy contended. “Just said we knew each other.”

“Step aside, Feral. Let her through.” Marcus had spoken. The man he’d called Feral (the kind of intimidating name Sloppy wished she’d selected for herself) stepped aside.

Sloppy came face-to-face with celebrity fly-boy Marcus Aurelius, a.k.a. Philosopher Phil, a.k.a. the Thinker, a.k.a. Diviner Shadowbrook’s pet Mule. He sat in an oversized chair looking perfectly at ease with himself. He had that same expression he always wore—as if he wished he could smoke some more weed and pop a few flukes or uppers on the side. Only those who weren’t struggling hand over fist to survive could adopt an attitude like that. He was as gorgeous as ever even without all that fancy shit he wore in his hair when he flew in the Dream Coop. His hair was close cropped—a small mound of soft black curls on the top expertly faded to a whisper on the sides. He wore a black leather jacket, black shirt and black pants. He looked tons older, though she couldn’t say why.

Commander Marcus Aurelius smiled. Sloppy couldn’t tell if he was mocking her, but she suspected he was. She felt her hackles rise.

“So, Sloppy,” Marcus said, that smug smile plastered all over his face. “It is you. Thought my men were pulling my leg when they told me Sloppy Casperseedmate was here. We don’t use seed names round here, by the way. You got any other names?”

Sloppy hesitated. She didn’t fancy being mocked again. Her stomach was churning. Only her remarkable willpower prevented her from letting go an enormous fart. “Yeah,” she said. “I got another name. But Sloppy’s okay. I still answer to that one.”

“Fine,” he said. “But it’s a shitty name. You deserve better.” Yeah, he was mocking her. “So what brings you way out here to Turnabout? Parroting for Chaff Man, I bet.”

Sloppy swallowed hard. She was about to deny it when Marcus answered his own question. “Nope,” he said. “That can’t be right. Heard that bastard got what was coming to him.”

“Yeah,” Sloppy said, guardedly. “I heard that too.”

Marcus ordered the other guards to leave. Then he looked over at Feral and said, “Don’t be fooled by Sloppy here. She’s a piece of work. Keep your hand on your weapon. She’d slit your throat soon as look at you. Isn’t that right, Sloppy? Or is it Delilah Moon?”

She shuddered. Of course he knew her new name. That mutant bitch and her pet Cloth would’ve told him. The name sounded ridiculous when he uttered it.

“Where you living now, Sloppy? Excuse me—Delilah, I mean.”

She thought about lying, but if you spun too many lies you could find yourself trapped in a web of your own making. “D.C.,” she said, simply.

He looked surprised. “You stayed in the Dream after it turned into a nightmare? Impressive. Assuming, of course, you didn’t sell us out to the steaders. Heard you helped the executioner pick off runners during the Freedom Race. Heard some of your fellow runners got killed by those pickers an’ others got raped. Cos of you.”

“That’s a goddam lie! She’s lying!”

“Who is?”

“Jellybean Lottermule,” she replied. “She always had it in for me. Wouldn’t let us kitchen-seeds use the pinball machine even though it was our one little bit of pleasure.”

Marcus looked befuddled. “Pinball machine?” he said.

“The one in the dining hall storeroom. Bitch unplugged it. Wouldn’t let us play.” Sloppy noticed Marcus flinch when she used the word bitch and wished she’d been less honest. “I hate injustice,” Sloppy added, by way of justification. “S’why I was mad about the pinball machine.” She thought Marcus would mock her for that, but he simply asked her the next question.

“What have you done for the cause of Freedom?”

Caught off guard, she said the first thing that came into her head. “I Freed Dip. Cared for her. You won’t remember Dip, but she was—”

“I remember her. Dipthong Spareseed worked as a kitchen-seed with you, Ji-ji, and Afarra. Classified as a Tainted due to her bout with syphilis. Had to wear a contamination cross. You took care of her? Heard she died in PenPen after they caught her trying to escape.”

She was floored. What else did Marcus know? He must have parrots everywhere.

The boast escaped before she could stop it: “That’s a lie. I bought Dip’s Freedom.” Why had she blurted that shit out? He’d disconcerted her, that’s why.

Marcus leaned forward. His skin color offended her, lying as it did on one of the sandy arcs of the steaders’ Color Wheel, which meant it did exactly what Muleseed complexions were meant to do—testify to the potency of the White patriarchal seed. Not like Jellybean’s coloring, which was darker than Sloppy’s in some lights, so how come she got to be all la-di-da?

“Hey, Feral,” Marcus said, “what you make of that? Not easy to get the lucre to buy a runaway from the 437th. Not easy to get it ratified either. Lotter must’ve been real grateful to you for something.”

At last Sloppy understood the extent of the danger she was in. Marcus knew she’d colluded with Chaff Man during the Freedom Race, and he knew she’d ratted on Jellybean to Lotter. To Marcus, she was a traitor several times over.

“I see you, Delilah Moon,” Marcus said. “An’ I don’t trust you far as I can throw you. Feral, take her back to the rumination cell. I’ll decide what to do with—”

Sloppy thought of Dip, imprisoned with Chaff Man and his evil dumbass conspirators in D.C. Dip—the one person who saw her for who she was and still loved her. The bastard had only given her a month to spy and hightail it back to D.C., and there were only three weeks left. Shit.

She fell on her knees and sobbed, mixing truth and lies till she hardly knew which was which. She said she’d made it all the way to Turnabout cos she wanted to join up with the rebels when she saw what steaders did to the Dream. Said she was sick of being abused by one bastard after another. Said she and Dip were in love. Blurted it out before she could stop herself.

“The steaders call us Deviants. But they’re fucked up. I hate ’em! We heard you turned the tables on fairskins. Heard you got pigs here like they got seeds on plantings. Heard you need fighters. I can fight like the devil. Think I could’ve survived if I didn’t? I’m a Commonseed an’ Dip’s a Tainted. No one except Serverseed Cloths is below us.” Her subject-verb agreement was going all to hell. She didn’t give a damn.

“Every night, know what that fucker Casper did to me? Know what it was like to have your seedling kicked outta your belly? Know what Chaff Man said he’d do if I didn’t help him an’ them pickers in the Freedom Race? Know what it’s like to watch Jellybean Lottermule turn angel while her pet Cloth treats you like shit?” Sloppy waited for the hammer to come down.

“That why you kidnapped Afarra?” Marcus asked.

Sloppy shook her head. The tears came thick and fast now. Most were genuine. “Wasn’t my idea. Lotter was looking for Ji-ji. Chaff Man thought if we snatched the Cloth—”

“Her name’s Afarra,” Marcus said, coldly.

Sloppy nodded. “If we snatched Afarra, she’d talk. Only she didn’t. Clammed up like a fuckin clam. Didn’t matter what Chaff Man did to her. Only then he grabs me by the throat, an’ then she does that weird shit with her voice so she sounds like Wizard Dreg. Freaked Chaff Man out. An’ then she escapes cos I left the knife there inadvertently.”

Sloppy stopped again, even more abruptly this time. She’d made a fatal error. At the very moment when she could have turned herself heroic, she’d added the adverb inadvertently—an adverbial modifier that uppityfied her for sure. She thought about taking it back, but what would be the point? She gave up and said what she really thought.

“Guess I always thought Afarra was too pretty for a Cloth. Guess it felt good to have someone I could boss around—someone who’d think I was the lucky one. Casper enjoyed fuckin her. Took the pressure off me. Only then something happened an’ I get blamed cos she’s not available. Then she gets in good with Ji-ji. Abracadabra! Cloth’s got it made. Pissed me off.”

“You pissed off often?” Marcus asked, as if he gave a crap.

Sloppy laughed bitterly. “I’m pissed off ’bout every fuckin thing there is in this world.”

Sloppy wished she’d had a chance to take a shower. Wished her shoes weren’t tied to her feet with T-shirt strips. Wished she wasn’t busting to take the biggest dump in history.

Feral moved to take her away, but Marcus waved him off.

“What you got to offer us, Sloppy?” Marcus asked.

Taken aback by the momentary reprieve he’d given her, she said, “All I got to offer is me. I know you despise me. You’re a Muleseed, I’m a Commonseed. You’re male, I’m female. You’re pretty, I’m not. Looks like I’m the same as I was when we rode that farty mare on our way to the Freedom Race—filthy, out for myself an’ no one else. But I’m not. I’m a warrior.”

Sloppy waited for Marcus to laugh. When he didn’t, she made one last plea: “I’ll take on anyone. Fight like the devil. Gouge their eyes out if you ask me to. I learn fast. Woulda been by far the best student Zyla Clobershay ever had if it hadn’t been for Jellybean. Who cheated in that spelling bee, by the way.” She’d gone too far again. She cranked her rage back in. “I guess … I guess I was hoping you’d see my potential. I guess I hoped you’d be looking for fighters with killer instincts—fearless warriors who weren’t scared of pigs.”

Marcus looked over at Feral, said, “Guess they’re right about seeds. How does that saying go?” In unison, the men recited the familiar chant:


“Teach a seed to read a book

An’ they’ll lead a seed rebellion.”



The men laughed. Sloppy hated them.

“I’m taking a walk on the beach,” Marcus said, “to ruminate over what you’ve told me. You’re coming with me, Sloppy.”

Feral tried to intervene: “Don’t think you oughta trust—”

“Don’t worry, Feral,” Marcus said, as he tapped the gun he had in a shoulder holster. “She tries anything an’ I’ll blow her head off her shoulders. You understand me, Sloppy?”

He was giving her a chance, the opening she’d been waiting for! She was desperate to comply. But she knew she couldn’t.

“Fuckin hell!” she cried. “I gotta go! Crap’s ready to bust outta me!”

Marcus looked shocked. “Why didn’t you say something?”

“Wanted to create a good impression,” Sloppy replied, amid a barrage of farts.

Marcus laughed. Long and hard and deep. His perfect white teeth lined up and straight as soldiers. Feral joined in. Marcus ordered Feral to take her to the outhouse then escort her to the beach. Despite their mockery, it ranked as one of the kindest things any man had ever said to her.

Ten minutes later, Sloppy, much relieved, walked along the beach with Marcus. Some distance away, Feral stood watching them.

Determined not to lose this opportunity, Sloppy said, “This was Charra’s hideout, right?”

“Yep.”

“She died?”

“Killed,” he told her. “You don’t need to know the details yet. Trust is earned in Turnabout, not Freely dispensed. But I can tell you, that woman was magnificent. Like her sister, only tougher. Hardened like a diamond. Like steel.”

“Heard she lost her looks. Got scarred up.”

His temper flared. “You heard wrong. Her scar made her more beautiful than ever.”

Having already pushed one of his buttons, Sloppy thought about not asking the next question. Desperate for the answer, however, she decided to risk it.

“You heard if Ji-ji made it out of the Dream alive?”

He stopped walking and looked at her suspiciously. “Now why would someone who betrayed the Wingchild think she had the right to ask a question like that?”

Wingchild. Is that what they call her? Sloppy thought. “Sorry,” she said out loud. “Just wondered is all.”

She assumed he’d give her a hard time for a response as vague as that, so she was caught off guard yet again when he said, “I didn’t treat you right when we rode that old mare together to the Salem Outpost. I was young an’ dumb. Didn’t understand what it was like for you with that sadist Casper. Treated women like crap myself till I came here. Wanted to prove something, I guess.” He took a deep breath and gazed out at the waves. “I love the ocean—it cleanses you, allows you to atone for things if you let it. I come out here to listen to its sermon.”

“I hate sermons. Hate preachers. Hated the crap Inquisitor Tryton fed us on the 437th.”

“Not that kind of sermon. The sermon of the waves. They speak to you if you let ’em.”

He paused, stared into her eyes again as if he were genuinely interested in what she had to say. “What I’m trying to decide is if you’re too damaged to be useful.”

“I’m not!” Sloppy insisted. “You got no idea how much hate I got in reserve to draw on.”

“That’s the problem. Hate’s a liability.”

“But the pigs … the pigpen.”

“The pigpen isn’t about hate, it’s about justice.” The next thing he said sounded rehearsed, a speech he delivered to new recruits. “If we decide to put you on probation, you’ll be confined to the canteen an’ the dorm. No roaming, no weapons. You break the rules an’ you’ll be sleeping in a leaky boat.” He gestured toward the ocean. “A guard’ll be your shadow. You don’t sneeze without permission. We won’t hesitate to slit your throat if you try anything.”

They were on a sand dune. Looked like it had been constructed to prevent the waves from encroaching on the settlement. Marcus, at about six-six, was standing on the up slope; Sloppy was on the down. She felt small beside him. Usually this would have vexed her, but for some reason, it didn’t. On her right, the waves, rushing to shore one after the other, then receding only to rush forward again. The ocean’s twinkling daytime eyes outdid the stars.

“That’s us,” Marcus said, as if he’d pulled off a mind meld. “The waves. Over an’ over we try to beat the system. Over an’ over it beats us back. But we keep coming, eroding the beach—the status quo—a tad more each time. An’ now, we’re prepping for something special.”

“What?” she asked, trying to sound casual, as her heart pounded like the waves.

“A tsunami. A bigass, beautiful tsunami. An’ maybe a hurricane too.”

“I’d like to be part of that,” Sloppy said, and meant it.

And then, for only the second time in her life, Sloppy chatted with a man who didn’t seem to think she was scum. Uncle Dreg had been the first, but she’d never expected haughty, light-skinned fly-boy Marcus Shadowbrookseed to be the second.

Old Tribalseed Dreg, the Oziadhee wizard, had run into her a few times on the planting and spoken to her a coupla times. Once, when he’d seen her after Vanguard Casper gave her the beating that lazied her eye, Dreg had placed his gnarled fingers on her face, just under her damaged eye—like he was casting a spell or something. “Love has found you, child,” he’d said. “Open your eyes. Love is waiting.” She thought the wizard was mocking her the way men always did. Only he wasn’t. Cos who did she bump into in the barn a few minutes later but Dip, who gathered up her beaten-down body and kissed her eyelid like it was the most precious thing in the world. First time Dip had ever kissed her like she’d never let go.

Marcus asked her about her home in D.C., and she told him about snatching it from Chaff Man, leaving out the detail about him showing up alive. As proof of how hardy she was, she said she’d found a rotting corpse in the living room.

“Name was Fish. Frenemy of Chaff Man, who blew half his head off. I burnt him.”

“Wasn’t Chaff Man shot Fish,” Marcus told her. “Tulip did. Hear you attacked Tulip too. Got her to spill the beans about Ji-ji so you could parrot to Lotter. You get around, Sloppy.”

Sloppy already knew she’d been exposed as a parrot. What stunned her was the part about Tulip. The mewling idiot from the Freedom Race who’d been terrified of her own shadow, the idiot who spent gobs of time weaving her oh-so-pretty hair into some kind of follicle crown on her head, the pathetic whiner she’d toppled with ease when she’d jumped her near the Mall, Tulip Rogerseed had blown the head off one of the evilest men Sloppy had ever met!

“No way,” Sloppy said. “Tulip wouldn’t say boo to a fuckin flea! Stupid bitch was afraid of everything. Why would she up an’ kill Fish?”

“Personal grudge, apparently,” Marcus said. “Bastard killed her mam.”

Sloppy recalled how Tulip used to go on and on about her brother. Drove you crazy. What was his name? Clownfish, that was it! Fish must be Clownfish.

“Wow!” she said, a new respect for Tulip blossoming inside her. “Didn’t think she had it in her.” She’d thought the same thing about Chaff Man. Turned out she’d been right in his case. He hadn’t had it in him after all to blast Fish’s head off. At Chaff’s core lay nothing but cowardice. He was the type couldn’t kill a fuckin thing without the steader trappings that went along with executions—the hood, the penal tree, the twelve father-men, the cropmaster. Which meant Dip may yet survive. The two of them could still triumph over the executioner. But first she needed to find out if Marcus knew the truth about Chaff Man. She told him she’d found blood at the scene that didn’t look like it belonged to Fish. Asked him if he’d heard if the executioner was dead.

“Given his injuries, it’s pretty much certain. No one’s seen him since. Heard the Chaff lost so much blood they had to reupholster the car they transported him in. They handed him off to some quack job. Prognosis wasn’t good. Bullet blasted through his balls. You can rest easy. Looks like that part of your life is over.”

Kindness again. Sloppy hardly knew what to do with it. She thought about telling him the truth and begging him to help her thwart Chaff Man. But a couple of kindnesses don’t change the habits of a lifetime. Sloppy had never trusted a man in her life. She wasn’t about to start now.

“Tiro here too?” she asked.

“Nope. Don’t know where the fly-boy is. Probably high or drunk if past is prologue.”

Sloppy liked that turn of phrase; she savored it like candy. Past is always prologue whether you want it to be or not.

“Tiro always had allies,” Marcus continued. “Someone telling him he was special—his mam Zaini, Ji-ji, Dreg, his coaches. You an’ me, we didn’t have that. We raised ourselves.”

Sloppy was tempted to point out that Marcus had been raised by the fairskin planting diviner. Ergo, he was spoiled rotten. But something in the way he said it made her suspect his early life may have been uglier than she’d imagined. And he had an edge to his voice when he spoke about Tiro. Could be he despised his fly partner almost as much as she hated Ji-ji.

Encouraged by his critique of Tiro, she said, “Jellybean had all kinds of people telling her she was special too. Used to boss us kitchen-seeds around like crazy. An’ there she was, all happy-go-lively, without a care in the world, while the rest of us—” She noticed his expression and broke off. “What?” She’d relaxed into their conversation, started to confide in him. Idiot! He’d make her pay for “disrespecting” the goddam angel. The next question would be a doozy.

“So how come you left Dip in D.C.? If you two are a couple like you claim?”

Bam! She’d walked right into that one. She thought fast. “Dip’s injured. Can’t travel much. After I’ve done my part, I’m headed back to the Dream. They branded her face with the planting logo. Ruined her eye, lopped off a hunk of her foot. Search hounds tore at her arm too. Most people think she’s ugly to the point of pitiful. People tell her to stay inside.”

“An’ what do you say to those bastards when they say that.”

“Nothin. I let my knife do the talking.”

Marcus laughed. “I bet you do. One thing we’ll need to work on is anger management.”

Why did everyone keep thinking she mismanaged her anger? She managed it just fine.

“You putting me back in that rumination?” she asked.

“Nope. Not right away. Maybe never. Depends.”

“You believe me then? You believe I wanna join up?”

His penetrating look made her nervous. “Maybe, maybe not,” he said. “You’re probably a spy. But if that’s the case, you may have the potential to become a parrot with four wings.”

All seeds knew what that was—a double agent. Sloppy didn’t want to think about what the steaders would do to her if they discovered their spy had betrayed them. Didn’t want to think about what seeds would do to her, for that matter, if she was caught double-agenting for the other side. And yet … Selfless sacrifice accosted her like a hot flash. Suddenly, all she wanted to do was impress the man who’d once despised her.

Marcus spoke again: “We don’t keep a sister in a rumination if we think she’s got potential. I’d put you on guard duty in the pigpen, but I don’t trust you around the pigs. You may be tempted to slaughter ’em—a no-no. We never get rid of a useful resource in Turnabout, not when we may need a bargaining chip. You got too much vengeance bubbling inside you. But I got a feeling you could come in useful, assuming you can learn to control yourself.”

“I control myself just fine, mister.”

“See? You could be shot for showing disrespect like that.”

She backtracked fast. “Sorry, Commander. Sorry. I get it, I do. I got a short fuse. Was born angry. If you’d met my mam—Trexie, her name was—you’d understand. I had to put up with a ton of abuse ’fore I emerged from her seed canal. Bitch tried to evacuate me six times. Didn’t work, obviously. Been putting up with abuse my whole goddam life an’ then some.”

“Who’s abusing you these days? Not Dip, I hope. She seemed nice enough.”

She’d done it again, revealed too much. She recovered quickly: “Your ruminations don’t count as abuse then?”

“A rumination isn’t abuse. It’s an opportunity to reflect on things, make better choices.”

“Assuming you’re not huddled inside a cell as small as an outhouse during a storm.”

“That storm we had a coupla nights ago was bad. The guards didn’t take you to the bunker?” Sloppy looked at him as if to say, “What planet you living on?”

“I apologize,” Marcus said. “That’s not the way we do things here in Turnabout. We treat guests fairly. It’s not about fear; it’s about persuasion.”

“For the pigs too?”

She’d expected him to make a joke, but he took her question seriously and pondered it for a moment before he answered. “Outsiders think it’s all about revenge. It’s not. The pigpen’s what penitence penitentiaries were supposed to be on plantings—only they never were, of course. The pigpen gives fairskins a chance to atone for the evil deeds of their tribe. They get books, if they want them. An’ we never rape them or mate with them. Not ever.”

Marcus stopped walking. He turned to face the ocean. Sloppy did the same. She let the Atlantic breeze buffet her. It felt good. Clean.

“It’s why we try not to hold a former seed’s sins against her. The system’s corrupt. Turns decent folk into devils. We believe in clean slates in Turnabout. You get to start again.”

“I think I could like it here,” Sloppy said, in a voice filled with emotion. She threw out her arms as if to embrace the entire scene. “All this space! I thought the Madlands was hell. But this part … the light on the waves … like starlight, pulsing. It’s magical.”

“Yeah, Delilah Moon,” Marcus said, without any sarcasm at all, “it’s beautiful here all right. Only place I’ve ever lived that felt like home the moment I arrived. Now—let’s get you cleaned up an’ find you a decent pair of shoes. You look like hell.” He didn’t say it mockingly.

Sloppy responded with the kind of honest smile she hadn’t bestowed on a man in years. In her whole life, maybe. And Marcus Aurelius smiled back. Like a friend.






12 A RECKLESS MOVE, OBVIOUSLY


In the chill air above Massachusetts, Ji-ji held Circus closer and tried not to love him. Letting go was by far the safest option—for Afarra, Norville, and for her too.

But not for Circus, obviously.

The Pomeranian had been indestructible over the years. Cropmaster Herring had lynched him alongside the planting executioner, but they’d escaped when Sylvie’s bough broke. Circus had lived for years with Chaff Man the Executioner, who’d stepped on him when he was drunk and kicked him when he was angry. The Pomeranian had cheated death again when he’d tumbled from the Jim Crow Nest in the practice coop only to be caught in the safety net.

Finally, at her hand, the little dog’s luck was about to run out.

Ji-ji had been forced to kill before, but only to escape imminent death or captivity. This was a premeditated murder of an innocent. But what choice did she have? She’d overdone it when she’d flown earlier. Cramped up twice already—a sharp pain along the edge of her right wing, all the way down to her shoulder.

She reached into the flight bag she’d strapped to her chest and thought about the yelp Circus would make as she let go—the soft thud as he hit the ground. Reason told her she wouldn’t hear it; he was too small and she was too high up. Yet she knew she would always hear it. Just like she always heard her little sister Luvlydoll’s final rasping breaths when metaflu took her. Just like she always heard the blast of the bullet that killed her mam. Just like she heard the bullet shot by Vanguard Casper that killed Zyla in the Dream Coop. And just like she heard the ominous buzz from the fry-fence during the ill-fated raid on Planting 437, when dozens of seeds attempting to escape had been massacred. The death of Circus would be another agonizing sound to add to the cacophony.

Ji-ji shook her head to clear it. It was time.

She tried to pry Circus from the carrier, but her cold, trembling fingers refused to obey. Perhaps she didn’t have to drop him? Perhaps she could set him down gently on the ground, give him a fighting chance? Stupid idea. A coward’s way out. Circus was too small to outrun anything, and the tracker inside him would make him easy prey. Besides, when he ran willy-nilly over a route no off-road vehicle could traverse, the hunters would quickly realize they weren’t following a truck and seek out their original prey. If Lotter was behind the attack, he would have planned it meticulously. There wouldn’t be a lone vehicle in pursuit, there would be several, which brought her back to her original chilling resolution.

Drop him! Do it!

Ji-ji struggled to banish the idea that the Pomeranian snuggled against her chest felt like a baby. Like Bonbon did when was born. As a newborn, her little brother weighed roughly what Circus did now. If Norville had tried to toss Bonbon out of the truck, she would have fought tooth and nail to hang onto him. But Circus isn’t a baby, she thought. Circus is a dog. It came down to one simple question: Did that one fact make a difference? Should it? If she jettisoned him, would it prove she’d bought in to the steaders’ idea of a Great Ladder by placing animals on the lowest rung? No time for philosophical arguments. This was her only option.

She eased Circus out of the carrier and held him away from her by the scruff of his neck. He seemed to think it was a game and squinted against the force of the wind, which fluffed out his fur almost comically. Afarra was right: it looked like he was smiling at her. Oh crap.

Ji-ji willed her fingers to open: Do it! Do it! Truth hit her like a trumpet blast: she couldn’t kill Circus. She loved him too much. And she loved Afarra even more.

Something else occurred to her at the same moment. In Monticello during the Freedom Race, she and Afarra had been inducted into the Friends of Freedom. She needed to start acting like a Freedom fighter. She’d entered the battle in the Dream Coop in front of thousands of spectators—dared to take to the air knowing the snipers would almost certainly kill her. Friends of Freedom swore to risk their own lives to save others. She’d stayed hidden too long in the Friends’ safehouse and grown soft. Time to transform herself from prey to warrior.

The wizard’s voice in Afarra’s mouth had urged her to find another way. Uncle Dreg, a man who loved all things, would never murder Afarra’s little companion. She wouldn’t betray her little sister either. She was Ji-ji Silapu. Her mother was Toteppi, from a nearly extinct tribe of Rememberers. If she and Circus couldn’t escape, they’d die together. Circus wasn’t a liability, he was a blessing. A mixed blessing, obviously, but who wasn’t?

Defiantly, she tucked Circus back into the flight bag and searched for another path. She embraced him like a baby and told him not to be scared. “I got you. You’re safe with me.”

Her first instinct was to fly south and hope to meet up with the Friends Norville spoke about. Maybe they could remove the tracking device from Circus or get them to some place safe so the procedure could be performed? She had no idea how she would recognize the Friends’ vehicle from up here, but she would cross that bridge when she came to it. She reminded herself that Norville was heading south with Afarra. She needed to draw the hunters away from the truck. She spied a road that veered off to her left and turned east. “How about we take these bastards for a ride? What do you say, Circus?” He yapped excitedly.

Flying east meant flying into the teeth of a blustery wind. It took every ounce of strength she had to surge forward. She caught a glimpse of headlights, too far back to say for certain if they followed her. She was bone weary; the pain in her back was becoming unbearable. Whatever solution she came up with had to be one that allowed her to rest up for a while.

She considered seeing if her caller worked now, but it had probably been compromised and could reveal her location. Luckily, one of the few useful things she’d done during their two-year stint in the safehouse was consign a map of the Eastern SuperState to memory—a trick Man Cryday had advised her to adopt so she would always know where she was in the world. The Eastern SuperState ran from Maine all the way down to a region north of D.C. If she rested up along the way, she could continue to head east and make it to Providence, lead her father-man’s assassins on a wild-goose chase across the heart of the E.S.S. She chose Providence for another, less rational reason: it comforted her to be heading toward a city whose name implied wisdom and foresight.

Even when the markers on land faded from view and clouds shrouded the night sky, Ji-ji knew how to adjust her course so she could continue to fly eastward. She hadn’t figured out how she managed to navigate at night with confidence, but she’d read somewhere that a bird’s olfactory system guided it even more than Earth’s magnetic field. Her sense of smell, though keener than it used to be, wasn’t nearly as enhanced as her eyesight, so that didn’t account for the fact that she felt a kind of propulsion urge her forward, as if she were only hyphenated to earth and sky and not tethered to either.

She picked up her speed. In the breezy night air, her body turned numb with cold. Soon, too exhausted to flap anymore, she relied on the air currents. At the end of the hope-rope she’d been clinging to ever since she’d taken off from the truck, Ji-ji caught sight of a blanket of lights below. She must be flying over a town—a sizeable one at that. She was still a long way from Providence. For now, however, this would have to do. She tried to remember the map. She’d memorized the big cities, but she hadn’t memorized the names of the smaller towns. Didn’t matter. She had an insane idea and circled above what looked like the town center. She spotted a sign ringed with light.

“We’re gonna land, Circus,” she said, more to calm herself than him. “Don’t wriggle.”

She swooped down toward a huge “H” painted onto a flat rooftop and prayed she’d been right in identifying it as a helipad like the one on the Friends’ compound in the Berkshires. She circled the building once to see if she could confirm it was a hospital. Yes. The sign on the building read SAINT BONAVENTURE’S AND SAINT BERNADETTE’S HOSPITAL FOR CHILDREN.

Should she land on the ground in the shadows instead of the roof? With her wings tucked snugly into the seams on her back, her difference wouldn’t alarm anyone. She could enter the hospital on foot through the wide glass entry. But she spied a group of armed security guards at the entrance. The Friends had impressed upon her that the E.S.S., though much safer than the Territories, had its share of secessionist sympathizers, especially in law enforcement and the military. Although it had been two years since Ji-ji’s debut in the Dream Coop, someone could recognize her from the broadcast of the match-turned-coup. The security guards would demand to know what she was doing there in the middle of the night. And wasn’t there some rule that dogs weren’t allowed in hospitals unless they were registered as support companions? Another reason not to stroll through the front entrance with Circus under her arm.

Hurriedly, she devised a simple plan: find a sympathetic doctor or nurse willing to remove the tracker before Lotter’s assassins found her, borrow a caller to contact the Friends’ E.S.S. headquarters, then take off again, hopefully escorted by the Friends of Freedom. A bold plan with a slim chance of success, but her wings were about to give out. It would have to do.

A few seconds later, Ji-ji alighted on the roof in the center of the huge “H.” “I know what you’re thinking, Circus,” she said. “You’re thinking ‘H’ stands for helipad or hospital, right?” The dog snuggled closer to her chest. “Guess what it really stands for? Hope.” Corny, yes. But after what they’d been through, who could blame her for choosing to believe they’d alighted on Hope at last.

She furled at lightning speed and made a beeline for the glass doors leading inside. The ground under her feet seemed to buck as gravity reasserted itself. She almost dropped Circus, who squealed in alarm. Righting herself, she staggered across the roof like someone wading through thigh-deep waves. Vertigo—must be, she thought. Like Tiro said he suffered from when he flew the Dream. But I’m part bird, for Chrissake. Must be exhaustion. Let’s hope.

The first set of glass doors she tried was locked. She swore at them, then stumbled to another entrance and punched the large blue button to the right of the exterior doors. She moaned in gratitude when they slid open. She slipped inside and found herself in a dark entry with an oversized elevator straight ahead. To her right, a door leading to a stairwell.

The lights switched on suddenly, and Circus yelped in surprise. Ji-ji looked around in a panic, expecting to see a swarm of security guards. Nothing. Lights must be triggered by a motion detector. She scanned the place for security cameras. Didn’t see any. Good.

Riding the elevator would be risky. No escape route. Couldn’t even unfurl in there. Safer to take the stairs. Hurry! She pushed open a heavy metal door and stepped onto the landing. No security cameras in the stairwell either, as far as she could see. She was about to head down the first flight of stairs when dizziness hit again. She braced herself against the banister and tried not to throw up.

Everything alarmed her—the prison-like look of the stairwell, the faint chemical smell, even the harsh, unnatural light, which hammered at her pounding headache. Her hands shook; they’d mistake her for a drug-sop aiming to rob the place. She reached into her bag again, pulled out her cape and a surgical mask, and slipped them on. With luck, no one would recognize her. Gripping the banisters to steady herself, she started down the stairs. Circus dozed peacefully in his snug nest. She exited the stairwell on the third floor. The corridor was deserted, but it would be dawn soon and busy. She had to move fast.

Just then, two people in white coats stepped out of a room at the far end of the hallway. One of them, a young Asian man in glasses, laughed. The other, an older woman, said something about her shift being over. They headed toward her.

Ji-ji dashed down a side corridor and hid in the shadows, grateful that Circus was still snoozing. The pair passed by only a few feet from where she hid. When the coast was clear, she poked her head out and saw the woman turn and head down another corridor while the man walked on. Ji-ji waited for the woman’s footsteps to die down before exiting the side corridor. She hurried down the long hallway after the man.

Hoping she sounded a lot less desperate than she felt, Ji-ji called after him: “Excuse me, sir. I need your help. For my dog.”

The man was startled. “Where the hell did you come from?” he said. Circus poked his head out of the flight bag. “Ah, I see,” he said. “Looks like you need a vet. This is a hospi—”

“I know. But this is an emergency. Won’t take long.”

He gave her the kind of condescending look people give you when they think you’re not very smart. “What’s your name?” he asked, as the floor bucked again. “You okay?”

“I’m fine. Tired is all. Flew a long way to get here.”

“You flew here? When did planes start flying again out here? Where’d you fly in from?”

Ji-ji scrambled to explain: “I flew to”—she plucked a name from the map in her head—“Albany. Then I drove here is what I meant.”

He shook his head. “Shame. Got my hopes up. Government’s been promising to restore commercial flights to the boondocks for decades.”

This was taking too long! For all she knew, the hunters had already tracked her to the hospital. Ji-ji studied the man—mid-thirties, kind face. She trusted her gut.

“We’re on the run. They’re gonna kill us if they catch us.”

The man didn’t seem as surprised as she’d anticipated. “Who’s out to kill you?”

His white coat was open. Ji-ji noticed he was wearing a Superman T-shirt. She decided to take it as a sign he would help those in distress.

“My father-man.” Ji-ji glanced down at Circus to impress upon him how vulnerable they were before she realized it looked as if she thought the dog had sired her. “Not the dog—obviously. This is Circus. He’s a Pomeranian. We think some bastard inserted a tracker. S’why they’re able to track us. You’re a medical doctor, right?” He nodded. “Can you remove it? It’s gotta be done fast.”

But he was stuck on the first thing she’d blurted out. “Your father-man? Then you must be—excuse my language—but are you a seed? A botanical?” When she hesitated, he added, “It’s okay. You’ve come to the right place. My name’s Dr. Will Chen. This hospital’s a safe haven for undocumented refugees from the Territories. We know how to handle situations like yours.”

The hell you do, Mister, Ji-ji thought.

“Sorry. I forgot to ask your name,” he said.

Ji-ji stayed mum. Once again, he didn’t seem surprised.

“It’s okay,” the doctor said. “You’re safe here. Is your father-man really chasing you?”

“Yes, he is. Or his assassins are … we think.”

“We?”

Ji-ji decided not to complicate things. “Me an’ Circus. We’re the we. The two of us.”

He looked at her indulgently and said, “Don’t worry. Bounty hunters from the Territories are outlawed in the E.S.S. The authorities will take you to a safe location.”

This wasn’t moving along fast enough. To convince him she was in real danger, she opened the pouch in her bag where she kept her gun. Dumb move. The gun nearly fell out and the doctor freaked. Too late, Ji-ji remembered that few civilians in the E.S.S. carried arms.

“You’re … armed!” he muttered, nervously. He took several more steps back till he found himself up against the wall.

“It’s okay! It’s for protection.”

The sight of the gun had triggered a nervous tic in the doctor. The right side of his mouth kept flicking upward. “That thing loaded?” he asked.

“No,” she replied. He gave her a look of total disbelief, which prompted her to admit it was. “But I’m not gonna use it. Not on you.” He gasped. “Not on anyone is what I mean.”

The doctor tried to back away but the wall stopped him. He raised his hands in surrender.

Ji-ji made another stab at explaining herself: “Please, Dr. Chen. I know you got no reason to trust me. But my life an’ the life of this innocent little dog are at stake. The thing is, I’m…” She paused. She’d been about to disclose who she was, but she changed her mind. “I’m scared. They’re after us.” She took a chance and revealed a little more. “Lotter’s men. Arundale Lotter. You heard of him?” He looked more shocked than ever. “You have, obviously. The Twelfth. Lord Commander of the Territorial Army. He’s after me—his men are. I couldn’t kill him.”

He looked at her aghast. Another terrible misunderstanding.

“No, no! Not Lotter. He’s not the one I couldn’t bring myself to kill. Though to be honest I…” Dr. Chen looked even more appalled. “Forget it,” she continued. “S’not the point. Thing is, they put a tracker in Circus. But we can’t get it out cos it’s subcutaneous—under the skin.” Stop babbling, Ji-ji. The man’s a doctor. He knows what subcutaneous means. “Can you scan him an’ get it out? They can’t track us then … obviously.” She compelled herself to stop.

Beads of sweat ran down the doctor’s forehead. He swallowed hard and offered to escort her downstairs to security. “My friend Nick’s a security guard. He’ll know what to—”

“NO!” Ji-ji cried. The doctor flinched. She tried to keep the mounting hysteria out of her voice. “It’s not safe to trust anyone. We tell security an’ they’ll call the police. Steaders have infiltrated law enforcement, which means there’s no way to know who the parrots are.”

“Parrots?”

“Spies an’ snitches. I need to fly from here before they—”

The doctor’s impatience was on the upswing. “I told you. There aren’t any flights from here. Haven’t been in years. Used to be a municipal airport before my time.” He seemed to recall she was armed and softened his tone. “You’re in trouble, obviously. Nick’ll help you.”

Tentatively, he stepped forward. “Now give me the gun before you have an accident.”

Ji-ji did the only thing she could think of to persuade him. She told him not to move. With difficulty (holding the gun, Circus, and her bag wasn’t easy), she tore off her mask and cape and told him nothing but the truth.

“Okay, you gotta listen up. Everything I’m about to tell you is true. An’ I can prove it.”

The doctor started to argue with her again, but she ordered him to shut up and listen.

“My name is Ji-ji Silapu. I’m nineteen. I was born on Planting 437 in the southeastern Homestead Territories in what used to be the Commonwealth of Virginia. My planting name was Jellybean Lottermule. Arundale Lotter is my father-man. I flew in the Dream Coop the night of the coup. Maybe you saw it?”

The doctor’s eyes were fixed on the gun. Ji-ji tried to make herself sound sane.

“Steaders call me Jellybean Lottermule, but Ji-ji Silapu is what I answer to. The steaders are hunting me down to kill or capture me—not sure which—cos they think I’m an existential threat to the Territories. They’ll certainly kill my sister’s little dog. I’m better off dead if they catch up with us. All I’m asking you to do is remove the tracker they put in Circus. I don’t need a plane. Obviously. Cos, as you’ve probably realized by now, I got these.” With a whoosh like the unfurling of sails, she revealed herself.

Dr. Chen cried out in alarm as the corridor started to spin. Her wings furled of their own accord as she crashed to the floor with Circus in her arms. She tried to find out if Circus was okay, but her limbs were suddenly made of water, and the corridor kept receding. She tried to speak, but she’d forgotten every word except one. “Circus,” she murmured.

Like someone in church, the doctor whispered, “Jesus! The stories are true! You’re real!”



For the past two days, ever since they arrived in New York with an escort of vehicles to protect them, Afarra hasn’t uttered a word. If she tries to say anything, her tongue will shatter. Even the wizard’s voice in her head is not enough to wipe away the sorrowful.

News of Elly’s flight with Circus stuns everyone—from Pamletta Miles and Tilleone Jones, the co-leaders of the Friends (Afarra doesn’t trust either of them), to Ben and Germaine, who light into Norville and tell him he should never have let Elly fly off with Circus. Even Baby Zyla is sad. She whimpers a lot, which makes Afarra think of Circus, who must have been terrified when Elly let go. Or could be he thought it was a game. Thought there would be a net underneath like when he fell in the practice coop. Afarra doesn’t know which is worse—to have hope when there is none or to have no hope at all. She tries to convince herself Circus thought he was still flying and didn’t find out he wasn’t till too late. Doesn’t help. The superhero Pomeranian who rescued her from Chaff Man and Sloppy is smashed to pieces just the same.

Ben and Germaine tell Afarra about the attack on Dimmers Wood and Memoria. Man Cryday was taken, they say. A rescue party found tracks. So there’s still hope.

What good is a rescue party, Afarra thinks, if there’s no one to rescue?

When they learned about the raid on the safehouse in the Berkshires, Ben and Germaine rushed to New York from Boston with baby Zyla. They carry Zyla in a sling, like the one Elly used to carry Circus in. Ben and Germaine tell Afarra she is among Friends. Obviously, she wants to say—the way Elly used to say it when people were stupid. What good is it being among friends if your best friends in the universe are not among the Friends you are among?

Afarra doesn’t feel much of anything when they tell her about Man Cryday. Which makes her feel guilty cos she loves the tree witch, who was kind to her like Uncle Dreg, and whose face reminded her of his. Man Cryday let her keep her wizard brother’s necklace of Seeing Eyes, even though Afarra could see she wanted to grab it for herself. The Seeing Eyes were the most precious gift in the world till Circus gifted himself to her. She tries to use the Eyes to see Circus, but they don’t work that way. It’s like you’re not allowed to peek into the distance cos the distance peeks into you instead.

Sometimes it doesn’t feel like Man Cryday is dead. Afarra can sense the tree witch as if she’s in the nearby-neighbor world and not the faraway shadowy one. Makes sense to Afarra the tree witch would hang around when there’s still so much work for her to do—putting her feet up not being an option for a Gardener of Tears in a world full of suffering.

Meanwhile, Elly keeps on not arriving.

None of the wonders Afarra has seen in New York make up for the treasures she’s lost, even though the skyscraper giants with hundreds of glass eyes thrilled her when she got a glimpse of them after they first crossed the border into the E.S.S. Back then, she thought they were the grandest, most alarming things she’d ever seen. When she stands among them it’s like they’re boasting to each other about how big they are.

Big is a big deal in New York City, which is how come they are working to restore the buildings that got abandoned when everything went to hell in a manbasket.

When she was here before, Afarra spent one whole entire day going up and down in an elevator. Sometimes she raced Ji-ji, who took the stairs while she rode the elevator. Circus had been safely returned to her back then. Coach Mary Macdonald and her son Monty had taken good care of him like they promised. Circus was more porkier than before, and his fur was shiny and sweet to sniff. Circus liked the elevator almost as much as she did.

The greatest city of all time is being put back together again, Norville says, bit by bit. Afarra doesn’t tell him some things can never be put back together.

Ben, Germaine, Baby Zyla, and Norville take her to see the levees to take her mind off her troubles. But her mind has a mind of its own. As they stare at the hulking structures being built to defeat the ocean, Afarra feels sorry for them cos you can’t fight the future even when you get glimpses of it. Ben says it’s good to see White, Black, and Brown residents living together in the E.S.S., without Great Ladders or Color Wheels. And without steader bastards, Afarra thinks, even before Norville says it. She resists liking Norville, but it’s no good. She can’t help herself.

For example, Norville buys her a triple-scoop ice cream from a fancy automatic kiosk store where you can speak into a screen and arm thingies scoop up the ice cream and hand it to you in a cup you can eat. Everything in New York City is either fancyfancy future or fallingdown past. It’s a place of stark contrasts, Germaine says, as she flicks her long black braid over her shoulder and cleans ice cream off baby Zyla’s face. Afarra is grateful to Germaine cos she doesn’t try to trick her into speaking like Ben and Norville do. Germaine says the city’s finding its footing. It’s got one foot in the future and another in the aftermath of war, she says.

“You want peanut butter and pistachio ice cream?” Norville asks. Then he waits. But Afarra’s no dumbass. She thwarts him by nodding. “You want an extra scoop of peanut butter ice cream,” Norville adds. “Two is always better’n one.” Then the Viking’s sorry cos he can see he’s made her think about being one without Elly and Circus. Not intentional, the wizard-in-her-head says. Afarra eats most of the ice cream cos the Viking’s eyes look sorrowful and she wants him to know she’s not mad at him. She does this a lot—tries to make others feel better. She doesn’t want to do that shit anymore. Look where it’s got her.

No one has heard from Elly. Not Ben or Germaine, not Lucky, not her. Even though she keeps her caller under her pillow in the fancy room the Friends give her with the zip-a-dee-doo-dah buttons to push and the clean-as-a-whistle gadgets and the homescreens for her own use only and the flush toilet. (Shush, the toilet says—like the one in the farmhouse.) Such a luxury place. But each time she looks at it, the pretty bathroom wallpaper with yellow birds not inside cages makes her cry.

Afarra is a Weeping every night for three nights in a row. She tells no one for safety reasons. She returns to a thought she’s had before: What good is words if all they do is lie to you? Elly is lying when she swears they will be together always. The Friends lie when they say you will be safe in the safehouse. Tiro lies when he says he loves them and goes skedaddling off to god-knows-where and leaves his mam Zaini and his brother Bromadu and her and Elly and Circus behind to survive without him. Lucky lies too when he calls from England. Norville hands her the caller so he can trick her into speaking again. He’s the sneakiest Viking she’s ever met. “We’ll get through this, Afarra,” Lucky says. “Bet Ji-ji’ll turn up soon like a bad penny. Always does. You’ll see.” Afarra doesn’t say she’s aflame with loneliness. She lets silence do it.

“Soon” comes and goes but Elly is not being found. If a miracle happens and Elly suddenly appears, this is what Afarra will say. First, she will hug her cos it’s impossible not to. Then she will say the nonstop words she rehearses in her head. “I can’t help myself but to forgiven you for killing to save, Elly. This is what love says—unbroken. But my heart is broke. In two. One piece for Circus, one piece for me. I am missing Circus every moment. I remember the three of us when we Fly!Fly!Fly! to the truck. Norville pushes a cloth in my mouth cos of the epilepsy fit. Not for the bad reason I think when he does it. Not like Chaff Man did it. Doc Riff says no I don’t have the epilepsy. Doc Riff is here. He comes all the way from the D.C. refugee clinic to treat you but you never come. I had a one-time-only seizure. They will not seize me again after the first time is Doc Riff’s diagnosis. Norville is being our friend. He drives through sorrowful an’ gets me here to New York safety space. Where is the safety in the end? Nowhere.”

Afarra knows she should have done more to save Circus. Stuffed him under her arm and jumped out of the truck while it was moving and run like the devil into the forest. She does it in her head all the time. Each time this is when they wind up in a cave with child warriors a lot younger than she is. She sees them all. A Weeping weeps nearby; a deep brown voice comforts him. Rain pours down outside like cuss words. No gardener to garden the tears is the reason. Then, as Afarra waits for her own comfort voice—her Elly—to return from afar, she hears the sound of waves in the far-off. Whoosh! Whoosh! Someone says it feels like home. Not to her it doesn’t. To Afarra, the waves sound like they’re beating themselves into submission.

In the building-forest of New York with its windowpane-leaves, trees and Dimmers are few and far between, so she makes do with slivers of sky. Silence hurts her as much as noise.

Therefore, on the third night, Afarra creeps out of her sleeping room, creeps past the bodyguard, and heads down in the elevator (without Elly! without Circus!) to the lobby of the tall apartment building where she’s staying with Ben, Germaine, Baby Zyla, and other Friends of Freedom.

Everyone says the city’s in “recovery mode.” Doesn’t look like it. Too many people, too many buildings with glassy mirror eyes staring. People live in cardboard on the street cos lots of the buildings are still uninhabitable, Germaine says, and the last series of storms was a doozy. The water’s rising little by little, Ben tells her, as he slips Baby Zyla into her backpack.

No one in New York cares that Ben is a Black Freeborn and Germaine looks White even though she’s Latin. No one tries to lynch them. This is almost enough to make Afarra like New York again if it didn’t bring back sad memories and if only there were more trees and grass and greenery to comfort her. Resourceful New Yorkers have found novel ways to cope with climate insecurity, Ben says. Afarra doesn’t like novels. Characters don’t speak and think like her. She likes the story Elly tells about the mermaid who’s very happy with too much water in the world.

In the elevator, Circus-in-her-head is the only one Afarra talks to: “When we fly to the moon an’ meet Apollo, you think you’ll be there waiting in the pretty moonlight for me, Circus? I think perhaps yes. For why else I am dreaming it all the time awake and asleep? An’ did you feel it when you died? An’ did you hear me lullaby you into the long sleep? An’ please Dimmer me cos miserably is holding on without you.” The wizard-in-her-head corrects her: Misery, he says. “Shut up,” she tells him, forgetting her vow not to speak. Then she wonders does it count if you speak out loud to a Dimmer ghost? Turns out she saw too much as an outcast Serverseed and saw it too often. Her eyeballs (his Eyes too, they tell her) weep with the pain of it.

In a fit of mourning, she unclasps his Seeing Eyes and stuffs them into her pocket. Sight backward is terrible; sight forward is worse. And what she wants to know is how can anyone see everywhere and all the times without going crazy?

The wizard starts to protest as she tiptoes through the lobby, past the dozing security guard, and onto the streets of New York. A place called the Upper Inside or something. Afarra promises not to make friends with anyone again, not even Pomeranians. You can’t lose a thing if you don’t have it, she thinks. Someone should have told her this years ago.

Watched by the sinister forest, Afarra hurries on alone as the Eyes in the dark scream, “Let us out!” No one except the glass giants see her go, not even the wizard’s magic necklace.

“Come back, Elly,” she whispers. “I forgive … if you come back to me.”

It starts to rain. Afarra can’t help herself—she places a hand over her pocket to shield the Eyes so they won’t get wet. The wizard said, “Look after her,” meaning look after Elly. But that is not the only reason she does it. With Elly and Circus lost, the Eyes are all she has left to protect. They lie in her pocket, hoodwinked, while the building-forest that never sleeps keeps its million glass eyes open like the tribe of the dead.






13 THE GOSPEL OF WILD THINGS


Man Cryday had assumed she would be tending to Bonbon in a filthy prison cell. Nothing could be further from the truth. The building may be filled with grim right angles and hulking metal doors, but Bonbon’s sickroom was palatial to the point of absurdity. Her plan to use Clay to warn the Friends about the attack on the safehouse had come to naught; she hadn’t seen the feckless Hybrid in days. By now, both Ji-ji and Afarra were either dead or captured.

She’d told Lotter she would rather kill a man than a tree. In Lotter’s case, it was true. But not a boy—she hadn’t meant that. She had little doubt it would be kinder to compassion-kill the child than allow his suffering to continue, yet she couldn’t do it. Not unless he gave her a clear indication he wanted that kind of mercy.

Last night, in the midst of Bonbon’s unrelenting screams, Man Cryday consulted with the two doctors and four nurses Lotter had assigned to assist her, who turned out to be even more useless than she was. Eventually, she told them they weren’t needed for now. All six of them traipsed out, undoubtedly eager to escape Lotter’s wrath should their patient die. At around two in the morning, when the child’s shrieks were pickaxes in her skull, she’d rushed into the storage room, shut the door, and stuffed her fists into her ears. She had never abandoned a patient before, but his cries sent her spinning into the void—as if he was screaming not only for himself but for all Toteppi and all sufferers everywhere. And now, three hours later, grateful he’d finally stopped screaming, she sat beside his bed and surveyed their cage.

The room was utterly impractical as a sickroom: the muted light from the wall sconces made it almost impossible to examine her patient; the unwieldy floor lamp the nurses had brought at her request stood near the head of the bed; the ornate rugs were totally inappropriate for a sickroom, as was the gargantuan four-poster bed where Bonbon lay entwined in a tangle of tubes. A small shadow in a mountain of white sheets.

The Territorial seal carved onto the chunky bedposts outraged her: a bearded homesteader grasped a rifle in one raised fist and a sheaf of wheat in the other. The Territories’ motto was carved beneath the brawny figure and highlighted in gold leaf: Growing the Territories one seed at time! Near the bed, a cluster of monitors beeped and whirred. The mahogany, four-poster bed was a ridiculous size for a child of around five years. Whenever Bonbon shifted toward the middle, she had to clamber onto the mattress and scoot him back toward her—a maneuver that caused him intense discomfort. Why Lotter’s seedling was in a room fit for a prince in the Age of Plenty she didn’t know. But it could have something to do with how secretive they were about the whole business. The guards warned her that she’d be watched constantly, and she’d spotted several cameras dotted around the room.

The stench from Bonbon’s back was worse today, with a more pungent reek than the earthy smell that emanated from Ji-ji’s back during her sprouting. When she’d first entered Bonbon’s sickroom, Man Cryday hadn’t needed to examine the pair of writhing, fleshy feelers to confirm he was a Wingchild. But after she’d examined him, she understood why the pair of physicians treating him had whispered to her that they didn’t hold out any hope for recovery. She’d smelled the same stench on Charra’s wing stubs when she’d been forced to excise them. But Bonbon’s condition was past beneficial intervention.

As usual, the nurses hurried in and out to check his vitals and ask what else she needed. More painkillers for the boy? For her? Nourishment of some kind? A walk? No, no, no, and no.

The facial brands on two of the nurses indicated their classification as botanicals, the third wore an African Indigenous pin, and the fourth, a steader nurse, was almost certainly one of Lotter’s parrots. They all assured her that Lord Commander Lotter had instructed them to spare no expense in treating both her and her patient, though the two nurses classified as botanicals were the only ones she trusted to deliver honest information.

The day before yesterday, the two branded nurses guided her to the storeroom behind Bonbon’s room—one of the few places in the apartment, they said, without cameras—and revealed they had been nuns in the resistance branch of the Sisters Alliance before they were taken prisoner and indentured into service. “God must have brought us to Armistice to tend to the Wingchild,” they said, beatifically. “Whatever happens to us from now on, we are content.”

Occasionally, Bonbon cried out for Ji-ji—though Lotter had snatched him from Silapu when he was only a few months old, which meant that someone (Lotter? Clay?) had told him Ji-ji was his sister. She wanted to know what else the child had been told about himself, but he was too sick to speak coherently, and the constant surveillance made all conversation risky.

During the brief times Bonbon was fully conscious, he looked around wildly, horrified to discover that his only physical sensation was pain. Man Cryday wished she could carry him to Dimmers Wood and let him rest under a canopy of memorial trees. “Do not fret, little bird,” she told him in Totepp. “Your tribe is with you, isn’t it? Reach down and drink from our strength.”

Today, on the seventh day (or was it the eighth?) as the Disciple Bells clanged five times across the Father-City of Armistice to signal the hour when seed labor commenced, Clayton Lotterman entered the room where his brother lay dying. The tiny diamonds in the lapel pin he wore to signify his status as a True Hybrid glittered in the room’s dim light.

“Jesus!” he exclaimed as the stench reached him. He snatched a white handkerchief from his pocket and slammed it over his nose.

Botanicals in the Territories did not enjoy a right to privacy, so Clay hadn’t knocked before he entered. Today, he’d been liberal with his application of Lotter’s loyalty cologne. The lavender-citrus stink of Dark Essenceial hung in the air, a stench more odious to Man Cryday than Bonbon’s rotting feelers.

“Lord Commander Lotter asked me to check on his seed—”

Man Cryday cut him off before he offended her further by using the derogatory term seedling. “Nothing has changed,” she said, frostily. “Your brother is still dying.”

In a performance that seemed designed to impress the camera watchers, Clay scolded her: “He is a seedling, witch. He cannot be my Brother-Proper.”

Man Cryday squinted up at him. “You are a mewling idiot,” she stated. “Your mother would be ashamed. Stand where I can see you, Hybrid.”

Clay hesitated before stepping further into the stink of the sickroom. Man Cryday put down the scanner she used to monitor Bonbon’s condition and slowly turned to look at him.

Clay’s defiant stare was undercut by his nervous leg. His forced bravado was that of a man acutely aware of how often he failed to impress. His leg wasn’t the only thing to showcase his nerves; he was also at a loss for what to do with his hands. By turns, he pulled on his fingers then balled his hands into fists. His hair was domesticated—the natural curl gone, a fadeless buzzcut on the sides. Clay wore a dark, expensive suit, a crisp white shirt, and an olive-green tie; his diamond-encrusted silver lapel pin had an intertwined T and H to signify his status.

He jumped when she grinned up at him in a purposeful move that revealed the tooth Zyko the Psycho had ruined. He made a stab at bluster: “You’ll address me as Mr. Lotterman, Tree Witch, if you know what’s good for you.”

Man Cryday’s expression told him he was a worm and she a blackbird. “Lotterman doesn’t suit you, boy. I will call you Shoeshine. Your father-man is very fond of that name.”

“I could have you shot, bitch. Easy. Tortured you first, if I felt like it.”

“You are mistaken, Master Shoeshine. Lotter thinks a Toteppi tree witch is the only one who can save the boy. There are not many like me in the Territories, or in the entire Disunited States, or the world, for that matter. Kill me and your brother will certainly die.” At the word brother, Clay’s eyes darted over to the wall. The gesture confirmed to Man Cryday she had been right to assume that the nearly imperceptible indent in the far wall hid yet another camera. He attempted to outstare her, but his gaze soon retreated to his polished shoes.

“Nice pair you have there,” Man Cryday said. “Your shoes. Nice and shiny, yes?”

Clay glanced at the far wall again and raised his voice: “Go to hell, witch!”

Having grown bored with the pathetic specimen in front of her, Man Cryday stood up and brushed past him. She moved to the casement windows along the room’s eastern-facing exterior wall and drew back the oppressive brocade curtains. She wanted Bonbon to see the dawn. A part of her still hoped it would encourage his metamorphosis. Perhaps his feelers would react to light like plants did? Maybe photons could stimulate a type of photosynthesis, a quantum reaction in the body? She’d spent so long tending trees that the line between human and botanical was blurred. Woefully unfamiliar with the high-tech gadgets they’d provided her with, she knew relatively little about the conventional treatments the physicians suggested. But if Lotter had wanted a regular practitioner, he would never have dragged her here in the first place. Ironically, Lotter had more faith in her ability to coax a chrysalis into its wings than she had in herself.

A bird flew up from the expansive formal garden below and alighted on the windowsill. The sparrow was the only natural element in the garden. Nature in this soulless city’s Garden Sector was castrated: trees cropped to look unlike themselves; hedges pruned to reflect the steaders’ fetish for symmetry. Dregulahmo used to say she preached the Gospel of Wild Things, but she didn’t think of herself as a deliverer of sermons, not when there was a surfeit of preachers already. Instead, she liked to think that women of all ages, and enlightened men suspicious of rhetoric, had the capacity not to preach the gospel but to become it.

She ran her tongue over the jagged edge of a tooth and rotated her arm to keep her injured shoulder flexible. The nursing sisters had told her a dentist could pull out the tooth. With the help of a portable robo-surgeon and a 3D medical printer, they could insert a new, virtually indestructible replacement, even if the anchor bone in that area was fragile. Man Cryday insisted she would pull the tooth out herself if necessary. Despite the pain, she liked how it felt when she ran her tongue over it, and she liked how she looked in the bathroom mirror—like the hag steaders assumed she was. Besides, the jagged incisor may prove helpful if she had the good fortune to bite down on something steader.

She turned to look at Bonbon. She’d intubated him yesterday after his breathing became alarmingly irregular. The unnatural sound of the machine echoed around the room.

Bonbon opened his pretty eyes and gazed off into the distance at something she couldn’t see. His eyes weren’t windows anymore, they were doors. In her role as a healer, Man Cryday had seen this same gaze many times in those close to death. She hurried over to his bedside and began to roll him from his side onto his stomach so she could examine his back.

“Let me help,” Clay said. “Please,” he added, unexpectedly.

Man Cryday nodded, and they turned Bonbon together. The boy weighed no more than a toddler. Clay gasped when he saw his brother’s back. But to his credit, he didn’t pull away.

Two swollen feelers like the arms of an octopus writhed on his back, which was swollen to the point of deformity and disfigured by the inflamed root system that ran across his shoulders and along his spine. Man Cryday rubbed in the balm she’d had the nurses make and applied ice to his inflamed feelers. The boy moaned like a grateful old man and fell into a deep sleep.

“You hadn’t seen his back before?” Man Cryday asked.

“No,” Clay whispered, bitterly. “He kept me away.”

“Lotter?” she whispered back. Clay positioned himself so that Man Cryday was between him and the camera in the wall. He placed a finger on his lips and nodded. So, she thought, Silapu’s eldest is not oblivious. Good. She whispered to him too softly for the mics to catch: “We need to talk. No cameras. For your brother’s sake.”

Clay shook his head, but then his brother moaned again. The sound of Bonbon’s agony seemed to awaken something in him.

Without lowering his voice, Clay said, “You given him those killers, witch?” She looked at him. Was this the opening she’d been waiting for? “I’ll get ’em,” he told her, angrily. “With any luck, won’t stink as bad in the storeroom as it does in here.”

Man Cryday called after him: “Wait, fool! You do not know what you are looking for!”

Quickly, she made Bonbon as comfortable as she could and hurried after Clay, muttering for the camera about how the fool could easily kill the patient if he grabbed the wrong pills.

Clay stood waiting for her in the storeroom—a narrow, tunnel-like space the width of the sickroom. The place was stocked with enough supplies to turn a planting clinic into a state-of-the-art healing facility.

Clay hissed at her to close the door. After she did so, he said, “We’re safe in here. But we don’t got long ’fore those camera-watching motherfuckers in the other room’ll get suspicious.”

No longer concerned about his father-man’s insistence on perfect grammar or the city’s blasphemy statutes, Clayton Lotterman sounded like a completely different person.

Not one to mince words herself, Man Cryday came straight to the point: “Your brother sleeps but not for long. We need to be quick. Is there news of Ji-ji? Did the attack succeed?”

“Call Oletto my brother again an’ you’ll be in deep shit. This ain’t the fuckin E.S.S. He’s my brotherseed here. An’ his name’s Oletto, not Bonbon.”

She wasn’t sure how far she could push him; she needed to find out. “He never told you the truth about your mother’s murder at the fry-fence—is it not so?”

Clay’s face hardened. “Why the fuck should he tell me, old woman? My father-man is the Lord Commander of the Territorial Army. He can do whatever the fuck he likes.”

“Yes, he can. That is why he keeps your mother’s corpse on Planting 437, in a freezer drawer in Murder-Mouth. So he can slide the drawer open whenever he wants.”

Clay looked stricken, then skeptical. “You’re lying.”

“Your sisters saw her there. Lotter will probably admit it if you ask him.”

Clay shrugged. “What do I care what he does with Mam’s body? I know more than you think. I heard ’bout the shit went down when Charra an’ her Invisible Men raided the 437th. Heard Tiro’s father-man got his head blown off by my sisters after Sylvie’s bees turned his face into mush. Heard Charra got killed. Heard ’bout Turnabout too—Charra’s little gig down there in the Madlands. Whites are pigs in Turnabout. Live in sties.” He giggled.

The disgust Man Cryday felt made her reluctant to trust him, but what choice did she have? She cut to the chase. “Bonbon is a Wingchild, like Ji-ji and like Charra.”

“Charra?” he exclaimed. “That selfish bitch could fly too?” So. Clay knew the truth about Ji-ji after all. The Hybrid was a better liar than she’d given him credit for.

“Charra never flew. Her sproutings were excised. They were killing her.”

Man Cryday hesitated before speaking again. But if the two of them were ever to form an alliance, unlikely though that seemed, it would work better if it was based on the truth.

“I was the one who removed Charra’s wing stubs.”

Clay’s face lit up. He leapt into the air and pumped his fist. “You did? An’ Charra survived, right? After you cut them off?” Man Cryday nodded. “YES!” he cried, then chided himself: “Keep it down, man. Okay then, what do you need? Whatever it is, we got it here somewhere.”

He rifled through the shelves, pulling out equipment he thought would be helpful for surgery. His excitement had revealed the truth: he loved his little brother.

Man Cryday approached him and touched his arm gently. “I’m sorry, Clay. I cannot perform a wexcision on Bonbon.”

“Wexcision? What the fuck’s that?”

“I cannot remove his wings. They are ingrown, intertwined with his vital organs. An ingrown colonization is the term Toteppi use. He would never survive the surgery.”

Clay looked as if she’d knifed him. “How come Charra survived?”

“Hers were mere shoots, yet the surgery almost killed her.”

She considered telling him about Charra’s deadborn and his tiny wings, but something told her it would be prudent to keep that to herself. Instead she said, “Your sister—if your father-man hasn’t killed her—is the only surviving Wingchild in the world, as far as we know. Tell me, please. Has Lotter murdered her? If so, he’s committed the most heinous crime against—”

Clay launched into a rant. “Think I give a rat’s ass what happens to Jellybean? I forgot about her years ago. She wins the Freedom Race and gets to live Free in the City of Dreams. Only then, what does the stupid bitch do? She flies like a freak in the Dream Coop for all to see. Proves she’s the existential threat the Supreme Council thinks she is. Which makes me the Existential Threat’s brotherseed.” In a fit of petulance, he kicked one of the lower shelves.

“He watches that video clip over an’ over. The one with Jellybean flying in the Dream. Like it’ll make her appear in the flesh if he keeps watching. You saw how he messed his fuckin hand up trying to snag her. Charra was as fucked-up as Lotter. Biggest narcissist you ever saw. Cruel streak a mile wide. Jellybean thought Charra hung the moon, only the bitch was more likely to lynch it then whine cos the tides was all messed up. Mam couldn’t stand Charra either. Seedmated her to Petrus to get rid of her. Apart from Jellybean, Lotter was the only one liked her. Know why? Cos the bitch was as mean as he is.” Clay broke off and looked around again like someone who knew a cure was nearby if only he looked hard enough. “You better save him,” he added menacingly, “else Lotter’ll eat you for lunch. As a fuckin appetizer.”

Man Cryday was nothing if not persistent. “Ji-ji loves you,” she said. “She never stops talking about how much she missed you, about how she plans to search for you.”

Clay looked at her warily. “You making shit up?”

“I swear it. She says it all the time.” A lie. As far as Man Cryday could recall, Ji-ji had only mentioned Clay once or twice in passing. Bonbon was the brother she yearned to find.

She pleaded with him again, altering her voice so she sounded frail. “What harm will it do to let an old woman know if Ji-ji lives?”

“Don’t try that I’m-a-poor-weakling-witch crap. I know what you are, an’ that ain’t it. You’re a manipulator with a capital M. You an’ Lotter are twins.”

Inwardly, the tree witch rejoiced. The Hybrid wasn’t nearly as stupid as she’d feared.

“Maybe you are right about me,” she conceded. “But it is not about me or you, is it? It is about your sister. Who loves you very much.”

Clay leaned up against the shelves and shook his head. “Jellybean—or Ji-ji, or whatever the fuck she calls herself—she was okay. Just about killed her when Luvlydoll died. Blamed herself cos she didn’t do CPR. Metaflu was a real bitch that year. Guess that’s when Jellybean got her savior complex. Needed to save everyone from then on. Stood up to Lotter. Mam said Jellybean told him Armistice wasn’t called a City for the Ages. Said they called it the City of Cages. Got a tongue lashing for that.” He paused, moved in closer and said, “You got any idea what Lotter does to folks who cross him? You got any idea what it’s like to be a Hybrid in Armistice? Bastards won’t let me within spitting distance of a fairskin female. Can’t go into the neighborhoods reserved for fairskins at night without a permit. Won’t even let clerical Hybrids eat their goddam lifeblood loaves even though they taste like shit!”

“You are suffering, indeed.”

He grasped her by the shoulders and pinned her up against the wall. “Sarcastic bitch! I swear if I didn’t need you to save Oletto, I’d kill you myself.”

“I believe you,” she replied. “But I also believe you love the little boy out there. You love Ji-ji too. Is it not so?”

Emotion overwhelmed him. He let go of Man Cryday and leaned up against the shelves, his body contorted with grief. “Can you do it?” he asked, biting back tears.

“Do what?”

“Save him, of course!”

She answered him truthfully. “I doubt it. Your brother is very, very sick.”

“If I tell you about the attack on the safehouse, you gotta try an’ save Oletto. Agreed?”

“I am trying.”

“Not hard enough. You’ve given up. Settled for making him comfortable.”

She grunted a denial, but the accuracy of his diagnosis had taken her by surprise.

“Bonbon’s too sweet to give up on. It’s like he … he senses when you’re down an’ tries to make you laugh. Like he’s the father an’ you’re his seedling. Loves to sing an’ dance. He’s got that cute front tooth smackdab in the middle of his mouth. Like it’s telling you to pay attention cos he’s not ordinary. Even Lotter likes him. Loves him. It’s true. Had a dentist flogged after he offered to realign Oletto’s front teeth. Lotter’s never loved anyone ’cept Mam—an’ us seedlings. ’Fore we got minds of our own.” Clay took out his handkerchief and scrubbed the snot from his nose.

“Jellybean flies for real, right?” Man Cryday gave a cautious nod. “Looks like every single one of Mam’s an’ Lotter’s seedlings was a Wingchild ’cept me. Luvlydoll died too early to know for certain.” He paused then said, “I look for ’em every morning.”

“Your siblings?” she said, sympathetically.

“What? No. My wings. Only I got the least interesting back you ever seen in your life. Two moles an’ eight freckles is the highlight.… Funny, huh? If you let on to Lotter I told you, he’ll make us both pay, understand?” Man Cryday held her breath and hoped she hadn’t misheard him. “Understand?” he repeated.

“Yes, I understand.”

Clay glanced around the storeroom again to check they were alone. “Last I heard Jellybean escaped. With the outcast she’s saving cos she can’t stop playing Jesus. S’all I know.” Man Cryday put her hand to her mouth to prevent herself from shouting with joy. “Wouldn’t get too happy about it if I was you. He’s not the type to give up. He’ll chase her from here to the moon if he has to.”

“Lotter’s always been persistent,” Man Cryday began. “Worthy too.”

“Not Lotter! Not Worthy neither. They’re not the ones want her dead.”

“But Lotter said Worthy—”

“Of course he said it. Place is swarming with parrots. Lotter wants to bring her back alive so he can gaze at those amazing wings of hers. The living proof the Twelfth sired a miracle. Grand Inquisitor Worthy wants her alive too. Wants to study her, clone her if he can. S’what the bastards were doing on the 437th, only the video of that slaughterhouse put a damper on things.”

Man Cryday was thoroughly confused. “So who wants her dead?”

“Jesus, isn’t it obvious? The Lord-Father of Lord-Fathers, the One&Only Sessill Morson. Wants Jellybean’s head on a spike so he can mount it in the Temple of the Patriarchs alongside the body parts of the Territories’ greatest foes. Only he’s torn cos if he does everyone’ll know the Supreme Lord-Father is scared shitless of a little Black girl.”

Clay’s eyes narrowed as he described the enemy. “Morson calls her the Scourge cos of that part about female retribution in The One True Text. Bastard’s converted to Literalism. Converts are the worst. He used to be a Futurist, or so he said—a believer in science. But the bastard’s always been paranoid. Wants to exterminate Toteppi—men, women, children, all of us. Equipped an army with the latest military shit. State-of-the-art tiltrotor planes, shoulder rocket launchers, fancyass assault rifles. You name it, he’s got it. When it comes to technology, Morson’ll make an exception long as it fucks his enemies.”

Thinking he was done, Man Cryday was about to speak when he started up again.

“Recruited a whole bunch of mercenaries—convicts, most of ’em. Sent a shitload of ’em to the Cradle to snatch up anything Toteppi. Cost a fuckin fortune. Rumors there’s sponsors in the E.S.S. funding it. Parrots too, working undercover. E.S.S. is rife with infiltrators. Just like D.C. ’fore it fell. Folks’ll screw anyone if there’s enough profit in it.”

“Where are these gangs now?”

“In the Cradle, you mean? How the fuck should I know? Christ, you’re a real letdown for a witch. Not exactly detective material, are you? Secrets built this place. That’s the currency. Lotter lost it when Zyko paraded a notorious Toteppi witch through the streets. Even hooded, it was reckless. An’ why you think he’s hidden Bonbon here? Cos this part of the Garden Sector’s off-limits to most everyone. An’ by the way, those two physicians who tended Bonbon were found last night. Supposedly attacked by a gang of seeds after a visit to a miscegenation. The scapegoats Lotter pinned it on’ll get lynched for sure. Lotter likes things neat an’ put away.” Clay spoke more softly but with even more resentment than before. “Morson wants to re-seed us Hybrids. Strip us of every privilege we got. It’s about purity—separating the wheat from the chaff, he says. But some of us won’t be the pushovers he thinks we are.” He nodded like someone in possession of a secret.

“Anyhow, I guess you owe me an apology. Guess I know more than you an’ all the Friends of Freedom combined. Not that it’ll do you any good. You’re right. He’ll kill you even if you save Oletto. But you still gotta try, okay? Else I’ll kill you ’fore he gets the chance.”

Footsteps! Approaching down the long corridor beyond the outer door to the sickroom!

Clay stuffed a bottle of pills in her hand and grabbed a blanket. They exited the storeroom at the same time the heavy double doors to the sickroom were pushed open.

Two men entered the room together. Clay stood to attention and gave the Territorial salute—hand over heart and a bow of the head. Man Cryday didn’t acknowledge either of them.

“Grand Inquisitor,” Clay said, and bowed his head again. He turned to the other man and bowed his head again. “Lord Commander.”

Man Cryday had never met Grand Inquisitor Fightgood Worthy. Up close, he had a narrow, reptilian look about him, as if he were the kind of creature who could squeeze himself through a drain. He wore his swirling scarlet robes and weighty gold chain of office with the air of someone who had no reservations about the legitimacy of his own power. He acknowledged Clay’s greeting with a condescending smile that showcased his straight white teeth. Man Cryday had heard that the Grand Inquisitor had grown up dirt poor and undernourished in the Unaligned Territories. Veneers, Man Cryday concluded, as she digested his smile.

Lotter demanded to know how long Oletto had been left alone.

“Not long,” Clay replied, with more composure than Man Cryday would have anticipated. “We was looking for medication.” Clay quickly corrected himself: “Were looking.” He held out his arm deferentially so they could see what he carried. “I got an extra blanket too.”

Lotter looked skeptical, but he opted not to pursue it. Instead, he walked up to the head of the bed, grasped one of the carved mahogany posts and leaned over Bonbon, who was in a deep sleep. “How is he?” he asked.

“Oletto is holding his own, sir,” Clay replied.

Lotter snapped at him: “Not you. Her.” He looked over at Man Cryday.

“The child is very sick,” Man Cryday told him. When she used the word child, Clay winced as though he’d bitten his own tongue.

With contempt Lotter said, “I could have told you that, dusky. When did you intubate?”

Man Cryday detailed when and why she’d felt intubation was necessary, after which she summarized her patient’s condition, making it clear there were things she couldn’t predict about how it would progress. As she spoke, Lotter listened with a steady concentration, but it was Worthy’s eyes Man Cryday felt as they bored into the back of her head.

After she’d finished her summary, Lotter’s face confirmed what Clay had told her. He loved his dusky seedling, loved him more than was wise in the Territories where an Unnatural Affiliation could result at best in fines that could bankrupt even the wealthiest steader, at worst in execution. Lotter knew what it meant to love your own child, yet he’d snatched him from the woman he pretended to love. Ignorant cruelty was terrible; informed cruelty was worse.

Worthy came and stood beside her. “An impressive summation, Sarah,” he said.

Man Cryday gave him a withering look. He ignored it.

“I see you have some Western training,” he continued. “Now I understand why the Lord Commander insisted we bring you to Armistice.”

Fightgood Worthy’s sanctimonious tone was so profoundly out of step with his genocidal history it was almost funny. His neck was as skinny as his conscience.

“‘Robes and furred gowns hide all,’” Man Cryday muttered. She could tell by the sly smile the inquisitor gave her he understood the allusion.

“You are a comedienne,” Worthy said. “Well-read too. Here in Armistice, the Deviant bard is banned. So if I were you, I’d keep those Shakespearean quotes to yourself, Sarah.”

Worthy turned to look at Bonbon and ordered Clay to leave. The True Hybrid promptly obeyed, saluting both men on his way out.

“That’s better,” Worthy said. “No need to say much in the presence of Hybrids—right, Sarah? Friends of Freedom must find Clayton’s loyalty to the Territories irksome. But there are hundreds like him. You know why Hybrids come to heel? Because kicking those on the rungs below them compensates for blows inflicted on them from above. Tell me, having enjoyed liberty for decades in The Margins, do you still think of yourself as a botanical?”

This time, Man Cryday replied: “I am not and never have been Sarah Hudsonseedmate. I am Man Cryday, the Gardener of Tears. I turn the death steaders plant into a memorial. And I grow my territory one sapling at a time.”

“Well, well,” Worthy said. “Lord Commander Lotter was right about you. You’ve got spirit. Maybe the tree witch who tends saplings can indeed cure the mutant seedling.”

Man Cryday moved away from Worthy. Some people excreted a vicious toxin, and he was one of them. She walked over to her patient and felt his pulse. As she did so, she said, “What do you want, Fester Moss?”

The room stopped. The only sounds came from Bonbon’s respirator and the other beeping, whirring monitors around his sickbed. Worthy didn’t smile this time. He didn’t acknowledge her reckless use of his given name or ask her how she knew it. But the slight twitch in his mouth revealed how infuriated he was by it. “What we really want to know, Sarah,” Worthy said, “is whether or not this seedling will fly like the Lord Commander’s other seedling.”

Man Cryday looked over at him and said, “I thought steaders claimed Ji-ji’s flight was a trick Dream Master Nelson conjured up with his team of engineers.”

“Enough,” Worthy said. “It is always amusing to chat with an educated seed, but your insolence is getting old.” As if she were deaf, Worthy emphasized every word in his next sentence: “Will … this … seedling … fly?”

In response, Man Cryday reached over to where Bonbon lay. Careful not to disturb the tubes he was attached to, she rolled him onto his side. Without being asked, Lotter helped her.

The three of them surveyed the wreckage on the child’s back where a pair of thick feelers thrashed. They were covered in sickly splotches of color, ranging from brown to a dirty cream. His spine was so black it was purple, as if his vertebrae were trying to punch their way out. A rank pus stained the pads Man Cryday had applied to the places where the feelers erupted. The stench exploded into the room when she pulled one aside to expose the fetid sores.

Lotter reeled back in horror. “Jesus!” He reached across the bed and grabbed her arm. “What did you do to him, witch?”

“I did nothing to harm him,” she replied, steadily. “I want him to survive as much as you do. His back is festering. I will continue to try to heal him, but as you can see, he is very sick.”

Through clenched teeth, Lotter asked, “Did Jellybean’s back look like this?”

Man Cryday snatched her arm away. “No. The feelers on Ji-ji’s back were there for weeks before they blossomed. They stank at first, but they were robust and healthy.”

“If the mutant dies,” Worthy warned, “we must cremate the body without delay.”

Lotter helped Man Cryday ease Bonbon into a more comfortable position and turned to face his co-conspirator. “My seedling is not dead yet. No one lays a hand on Oletto till I say so.”

“Of course,” Worthy said. “But we must proceed with caution. I’ll speak with her—find out what, if anything, she’s able to see.” At first, Man Cryday assumed he was referring to her. But then she realized the she was someone different.

“Cure him, dusky,” Lotter said. “If he dies—”

“I know,” Man Cryday replied. “I die too.”

The two men walked toward the door. At the last moment, Man Cryday remembered to plead for news. She hurried over and begged Lotter to tell her whether Ji-ji was dead or alive.

“I’ll let you know exactly what happened,” Lotter said, “if Oletto lives.”

Lotter exited, but Worthy wasn’t finished with her yet. “If the seedling flies is what the Lord Commander means. What good is a crippled mutant who stinks to high heaven? Get to work.” Grand Inquisitor Worthy moved toward the door. Without bothering to turn around he added, “I almost forgot. Dozens of Toteppi have been picked from the Cradle. Largest harvest in history. All of them—males, females, seedlings—are praying for your success. And all are safely installed in the Decipula, their new nest. Don’t let your tribe down, Sarah.”

Man Cryday stared at the door after it closed. The grain in the wood calmed her.

After a minute, she returned to her vigil by the sickbed. Worthy could be bluffing about the Toteppi prisoners, but it seemed unlikely. The phrase “new nest” was the same one he’d used in his letter to his brother Zebadiah—the letter Ji-ji found, the one he’d signed with his real name. The Grand Inquisitor still had no idea who killed his brother. Didn’t know Zebadiah had called out to their mother as the flames engulfed him. One day soon she would watch Worthy’s expression as she told him who had killed the only person he seemed to love as much as he loved himself.

Bonbon moaned. She applied salve to his throbbing back and whispered in his ear: “Your sister is alive! And she can fly! Like you will soon, little bird. One way or another, you will fly a way home.” Then the old woman who remembered too much too well exhumed another Toteppi lullaby.

She sang to the wingless bird about wondrous, half-buried things. Every one of them glorious. Every one of them wild.






14 IN THE LOST & FOUND


In the building-forest city of New York, the windows’ shiny eyes scare Afarra the most. She grips the wizard’s necklace of Seeing Eyes in her pocket and stops looking up. Too woozy.

How long has she been walking? She doesn’t know. Her mind is going spinspinspin like the machine in Cropmaster Herring’s house to wash clothes and the other one to dry them. She hid in the cropmaster’s dryer when she was little. Very cozy. Till Cropmaster Herring came looking. There she was curled up like a caterpillar on the inside and the outside. On a rampage, Herring yanks her out and unrolls the rolled-up parts. Time to play, he croaks, all slithery. When the cropmaster says it’s time to climb up on the footstool and lean over the desk the way he likes it, you gotta do it. So while the old man is poking, she watches the lucky painted people on the pretty clock in his study chase each other round and round and never catch a goddam thing. Goddam! was what the cropmaster always said when he got to the panting part, even though Pastor Gillyman is always telling them it is a bad word to say.

“Herring don’t fear God,” Fuzzy (her best friend on the planting—not including Elly) told her. “Cropmaster bastards is gods. They rule the roost,” Fuzzy said. What Herring did to her in his study is the reason why Afarra is the first Serverseed cheering when Sylvie Mothertree made the bullet bounce and strike him. The goddam sonuvabitch cropmaster-god had it coming.

A long time later, after she and Elly win the Freedom Race, Afarra confesses to Zyla the things the cropmaster and other men did to her. Afterward Zyla says, “Cropmasters don’t rule a damn thing, least of all you, Afarra. Remember that. Your body belongs to you and only you. You get to decide what to do with it.” Afarra likes Zyla’s outrage words. Only then it turns out Zyla’s own body doesn’t belong to her after all either cos Vanguard Casper and Lotter blast a hole in Zyla in the Dream Coop.

Afarra tried to push Zyla’s guts back inside, but some holes won’t close is the problem.

The murders of Zyla Clobershay and Wizard Dreg haunt her, but even worse is the loss of Elly and Circus. The never-coming-backness of it. Like a bullet to the gut that spurts out your innards, or a strangulation, or a poking, or like drowning in the Dream game.

Afarra wonders if she can turn back time if she walks backward very fast. She saw a god-man do this in an old movie on Zyla’s homescreen. A pleasant superhero who lost the lovely Lois and couldn’t bear the sorrowfulness of it. So he flies around the world like a jet only faster and turns the whole world backward like the hands of a clock. Whizwhiz! he goes and raises Lois from the dead and gives them both a second chance at happiness. But real and story are different is the problem.

Afarra looks up again. A big mistake. Buildings tall enough to scrape the sky loom all around her, inching closer. New York reminds you how small and slow you are. Too many vehicles racing, too many people rushing past, too many rats in the alley where Afarra sleeps last night. Rats bigger and bolder than any rat she chased from her sleep-shed on the planting. Rats in gangs, who cuss her out and don’t listen when she whispers to them, even though she’s a certifiable animal and ant whisperer, Man Cryday said. Or words to that effect.

Man Cryday grabbed too. If a tree witch can’t escape from grabby hands, who can?

The levees scare Afarra almost as much as the skyscraping, thousand-eye giants. Too noisy, too large. Till now Afarra didn’t know that the only large thing she likes a lot (apart from tall fly-boys like Tiro) is Sylvie, who speaks in whispers. Whoosh! Whoosh! Sylvie whispers when the wind blows out her funny, breathy words from Planting 437. A language full of riddles and long gaps cos Sylvie often takes a snooze in the middle. Look at my little friends, Sylvie says, nodding at the blackbirds. (Snooze, snooze.) They are always with me. Afarra sees three little birds fly to Sylvie, the largest of trees. The old mother holds out her arms so the birds can perch on them.

Afarra slips from one place to the next. Her mind does it all on her own—rush here, rush there—and she can’t stop it. For example, she finds herself watching another bird through a palace window. She knows it’s a palace cos she sees the room’s grand reflection in the window glass. A little prince lies in a big bed, caged inside four wooden guard-pillars. Afarra doesn’t know why she feels sorry for him, but she does.

The window morphs into the cave mouth she keeps seeing. Even though the Eyes are in her pocket, they keep looking. Nothing worse than never being able to close your eyes (or his, or theirs) and find comfort in the dark. In this other place, the sky is raining. Eyes crying. A hand patting someone’s shoulder. Afarra is jealous. How lucky to have a hand pat your shoulder and nothing else till you feel better. Or a paw would suffice, says Memory, barging in. “Oh Circus! I am missing you bad!” Afarra says out loud. “Elly, why you are leaving me?”

Cars rush past at impossible speeds. Not like the cars on the planting—old tin cans that snarf and snort their way along dusty roads. Some vehicles here come with drivers, some don’t. Afarra’s never seen a car without a driver. It scares her—except it comforts her too to think she won’t have to make someone feel like crap if there’s no driver inside. “I don’t plan to leave a tangle of loose ends,” Fuzzy said. “Me, I want to go out on a high note.” And that’s exactly what happened to her. Tiro says Fuzzy fell on a grenade during the raid on the 437th to save other people. As an albino, Fuzzy knew suffering inside and out. She spilled her guts but it wasn’t like what happened to Zyla, or the wizard, or Circus. Fuzzy chose to go that way.

“I get to decide what to do with my own body,” Afarra tells the wizard-in-her head.

His magic eyes scream in her pocket: FIND ANOTHER WAY!

“Mind your own beeswax!” she says. Makes a beeline for a busy intersection.

The wizard’s eyes scream NO! She tells them to shut their goddam mouth!

She reaches the intersection. Noise stampeding through her head. Too many voices! The building-forest’s window-eyes watching. Too much everything everywhere. “O Elly! Why fly away without me when the saddest thing is the one you leave behind? Why you take from me my only choice?”

The cars taunt her. “Coward!” they scream. On the curb, she hesitates cos, yes, she’s a coward. But most of all, she’s tired. Tired of waiting for good news that never comes, tired of remembering the men who poked her, tired of otherwheres that refuse to shut their mouths, tired of being Afarra. Tired, most of all, of hope.

The wizard should have told her Hope is a monster, but he always lied and told her the opposite. How will she ever forgive him?

Eyes closed so she can’t get freaked out by the thousands of building eyes watchingwatching, she steps out into traffic.

Cars honk. Brakes squeal. Folks scream. A giant hand tries to grab her, but she’s been grabbed enough for a lifetime. She wriggles out from under the hand’s clutches and runs out into headlights. The hand won’t give up. It grabs her for good this time. A man’s hand, large as a dinner plate. She beats him with her fists. He’s not mad. He only laughs at her. A clue.

She opens her eyes. “Laughing Tree!” Afarra cries. “But you are dying! In the game. You fall and live the low life! Headfirst!”

The biggest flyer-battler to fly the Dream sets her down on the sidewalk. People all around stare at them cos he is very big. “Let’s get you out of here,” he says, all treelike and kindly. Why didn’t she remember Laughing Tree and Ink were kind ones too?

Laughing Tree puts his jacket round her shoulders to ward off the rain. He does it the way a father (not a father-man) would. She notices it’s pouring. When did that happen?

“You are dying,” Afarra points out again. “In Fly the Coop. They kill you.”

He says, “We all gotta go some time. It’s the nature of things. Just gotta hope you go on your own terms.” Yes, that is what Fuzzy said and what she is trying to do when he stops her.

“Elly an’ Circus is lost!” she says, choked up.

Laughing Tree pats her on the shoulder—patpatpat, like the man in the rain cave. “But you’ve been found, girl,” he points out. “And that’s a blessing for your friends.” She wants to disagree with him, but the patpatpat is very kind and she doesn’t want to disappoint it.

“Ink’ll be over the moon,” he tells her.

“Ink? He is here in New York time?”

“Yep. Right here in New York City. We’re jet-setters, the two of us. Flew in on a plane. Sat with a whole bunch of crates and boxes. Cargo planes are pretty uncomfortable. I’d avoid ’em if I were you.” Afarra nods. She will avoid cargo planes at all costs. “Ink would be out here searching for you himself,” Tree says, “only he was scared his chair would slow me down. How ’bout we go back to the Friends and put him out of his torment? Ben, Germaine, that angry bodyguard with the slicked-down hair. Whole gang is out looking.”

Laughing Tree holds out the bend in his elbow for her to take. “You coming?”

A choice, the wizard whispers in her head. Not a snatching. Or is it Sylvie who whispers it? Or Man Cryday? Whoever it is, it feels good to have someone invisible to look out for her. And someone visible too. When she doesn’t feel like killing herself, she’ll ask Laughing Tree if Sylvie, his big sister, laughs too. And she’ll ask Tree if he knows why, on the quilt Zaini made, the flock flies away from Sylvie and only three birds stay in the Lonely.

All the way back to the Friends’ apartment many blocks away, the famous flyer-battler steers her forward like a Father-Proper and a friend. Not once does Laughing Tree’s bigness scare her. Not once does it make her feel small.






15 FATE & THE EASTERN SUPERSTATE


Zaini, mother of lost sons, stood in the lavishly appointed dining room with roughly two dozen leaders from various wings of the Friends of Freedom. Pamletta Miles, the Friends’ coleader in the E.S.S., and her husband, philanthropist Benson “Bilbo” Laverspun, hosted the gathering in their home, located in what Germaine described as an eye-wateringly expensive, gated enclave in the most exclusive area of the city, one of the few neighborhoods in New York mostly restored post-Sequel.

Zaini had never seen a dining room like it—not that she knew much about dining rooms, her experience being limited to the steaders’ dining hall on the planting, the dining rooms in father-houses, and the cramped dining areas in apartment buildings used by the Friends in Boston and New York. The dining room boasted wall coverings of hand-painted silk, a massive antique table whose carved legs featured elephants and on whose shoulders the tabletop rested, and a sideboard Pamletta told her was crafted from African blackwood. That last disclosure planted a seed of anger in Zaini before the meeting even began.

Uncle Dreg used to tell her about blackwoods, whose limbs had been ruthlessly amputated over the centuries. Long ago deemed a protected species, the wood was as tough as any to shape. Not that any botanicals were protected from predators. Zaini thought she heard the wood cussing them out. She smiled to herself. The sideboard was as angry as she was.

Tonight, the news about the slaughter of Man Cryday’s followers in Memoria had come as a terrible shock to the Friends of Freedom who hadn’t already heard about it. But when Norville Einar (a shady-looking White guy, Zaini thought, with slick-backed hair and a fondness for cussing) described what transpired in Massachusetts, a near-riot broke out. The attack in the Berkshires was coordinated, the attackers well-armed, which led to an inevitable conclusion: someone—several people, probably—had betrayed them.

Tilleone Jones, a born-Free African American in his thirties, was adamant no one could have predicted the attacks. The Wingchild could still be alive, he said, if she’d discarded the pooch. When he’d said this, Zaini looked over at Afarra, who sat on a window seat and stared ahead, shell-shocked. Next to her, Ink, Laughing Tree’s adopted son, patrolled the vicinity in his wheelchair. Earlier, she’d watched Ink block anyone who’d tried to approach her.

Tilleone proposed they continue with the Grand Reunification plan they’d hatched with the Eastern and Western SuperStates and Urban Independents. If the worst had happened and Ji-ji was lost, the Friends could still release the video documentary they’d commissioned, timing it to coincide with simultaneous raids on plantings and the recapture of D.C. Alongside their allies in the E.S.S. and W.S.S., they would occupy plantings after they’d ousted the steaders. “We’re calling the offensive a Friendly Occupation,” he said, in an ill-timed stab at levity.

A tiny old woman—a former seed, Zaini suspected, the size of a child of ten—raised an arthritic hand. Tilleone bent his head toward her indulgently. “Yes? It’s Miss Aisha, right?”

“Thank you, Silicone,” she said. “I can see you and Pinata’ve got a ton of ideas.”

Tilleone attempted to correct their names, but Aisha ignored him.

“I can tell you’re one of those men in possession of a wisdom that passeth all understanding.” Tilleone seemed to take this as a compliment. The two middle-aged men who flanked Aisha smiled knowingly. “But we would be wise to ask what good is a documentary if it can’t be verified? Videos can be faked, easy as spit. Therefore, seems to me—”

Tilleone interrupted her: “Don’t worry, Miss Aisha. We Friends’ve got all kinds of ways to verify…” His voice petered out when he saw Aisha’s expression.

“As I was saying, Telethon, ’fore you interrupted, if Ji-ji’s dead, we’re up shit creek without a paddle. You know it, I know it, an’ everyone in this fancyass dining room knows it too. Ain’t about to find a new birdgirl to take her place. No siree. She was one of a kind. As for occupying the plantings, you underestimate the cost. You weren’t with us at the raid on the 437th when Charra and the Invisible Men endeavored to occupy that godforsaken planting. You have no idea why your plan is doomed to fail without a shitload of experienced raiders an’ more besides.” Aisha paused for a moment, then added, “There’s at least one mother in this room who knows how devastating the cost can be if you go where angels fear to tread.”

Zaini half expected Aisha to look over in her direction. She was grateful she didn’t.

As Aisha leaned in for the kill, Tilleone opened his mouth to speak.

“Close it, kid, and listen up! I got a half century on your ass an’ more raids under my belt than you’ve had hot dinners.”

A few guests gasped at her audacity, more seemed to relish it, and a few laughed openly.

“Man Cryday is a personal friend of mine. Per-son-al, understand? We go way back. I love every inch of that magnificent woman. Me and my adopted nephews here don’t take kindly to the fact you ain’t located her yet. Our conclusion—you’re prone to fuckups, Triathalon.”

A shaken Tilleone began to sputter out a defense. Aisha quashed him.

“On plantings, when so-called seeds discover a parrot-spy, know what they do, Tillymoron? They hang a feather necklace round their necks an’ drown ’em, if a body of water happens to be convenient. Or they set ’em afire if no water’s handy. Sometimes, when they’re extra irritated, like I am now, they drown the ones who shoulda known a parrot was perched on a nearby limb but were too blind or too dumb to see him.

“Don’t get me wrong. I’m not saying you are worthy of such a necklace cos it would be presumptuous. I’m not as vigorous as my personal friend Man Cryday. I’m just a little old Black lady sitting in an offensively oversized chair in a room furnished by people with more silly money than sense. But what I need from you is this. I’d like you to furnish me and my boys—say howdy-do to Prayjon on my left and Norton on my right—with enough funds to go rescue my personal friend Man Cryday, assuming those motherfuckers ain’t—or, as you posh New Yorkers would say, haven’t—tortured her to death. Our little rescue mission shouldn’t take more SuperState dollars than you can get on the black market for that blackwood side table over there. Fitting to fund our mission that way. Poetic justice, given that Toteppi botanicals an’ African blackwood are both endangered species.

“Being a natural-born Freeman, Tilly, you got no idea what it feels like to be hunted almost to extinction. But I do, an’ so does Man Cryday—her more than anyone. So listen up, Tilleone Jones an’ Pamletta Miles, coleaders of the E.S.S. wing of the Friends. Husband Bilbo too. Don’t want to leave you off the list, Bilbo, ’specially as we’ve never seen a hobbit hole as fancy as this one before. There never has, nor ever will be, any woman as rare or as necessary as my personal Friend (with an extra-large F) Man Cryday. Being spring chickens, relatively speaking, most of you think an octogenarian like her is past her prime—disposable even. But in this world of amnesiacs, we need the Gardener of Tears to help us remember.”

Aisha stood up to a spattering of applause. Her nephews quickly followed.

“I can see you got some big plans to dillydally over, and the three of us crashed this fuckin meeting. We’re not Friends of Freedom, are we, boys? We’re avengers—a different breed altogether. Oh, and by the way, you may want to search guests before you grant ’em entry. We got a veritable arsenal secreted in places you wouldn’t think to look—right, boys?” Prayjon and Norton nodded. “On the way out, we’ll need proof the funds are available. FYI—Prayjon here’s a whiz with numbers, so I’d advise you not to try and get one over on him. The last person who did was the last person who did—right, Prayjon? And that was twenty years ago, before I schooled my nephews in knife dexterity.”

With that, the three meeting crashers walked out. Pamletta and her husband trailed after them. Zaini heard the five of them haggling outside. She’d taken a liking to Aisha as soon as she began speaking and was genuinely sorry to see her go. She recalled Tiro saying he’d ridden with Aisha and her nephews on the outgoing trip to raid Planting 437, but she hadn’t realized how formidable the woman was. Zaini yearned to accompany them on their rescue mission. She couldn’t, not with Bromadu waiting at the apartment in Boston. Too old to be a boy and too young to be a man, he blamed her for Tiro’s departure. But he needed a mother, and god knows she needed a son to love.

After Aisha’s exit, the meeting descended into chaos. For two years, ever since her arrival in the E.S.S. as a refugee, Zaini had been waiting for the Friends and their SuperState allies to get their act together. Yet time after time, Tilleone fretted that their allies would deem the planned raids “too precipitous,” while Pamletta dithered over where they should strike. Tilleone’s pompous declarations and Pamletta’s fecklessness maddened Zaini. The SuperState politicians who assured the Friends they were “working on the problem,” while they simultaneously entered into profitable trade agreements with the Territories, disgusted her most of all. The grand push to reunify the nation was on a slow train to liberty. At this rate they’d all be dead before they got there.

Zaini spotted the seven-foot ex-flyer lumbering across the room toward her. She looked around for an escape route. She heard him graze his head on one of the crystal chandeliers and could have sworn he apologized to it. Brain damage was common among flyer-battlers. Too many coop battles had probably addled his mind.

Zaini felt empathy for him. Grief had whittled away at her mind too, even when it came to her murdered sons. For one thing, she couldn’t remember the color of the shirt Amadee wore on that last day. Scraps of the shirt clung to his mangled body, so she should have been able to recall the color. And then there was sweet Yatho, her youngest. Was it pancakes and syrup he used to beg her for or was it bacon? A part of her remembered it all of course, every single scalding detail. But mothers of killed offspring learn to file away merciless details in a place even they can’t get to. A safe place where nothing rots. This explained why her heart skipped a beat when she caught sight of Afarra’s expression. The former outcast Serverseed, abused by steader and seed alike, wore a pain she, too, struggled to live with.

In her peripheral vision, Zaini saw that the seven-foot flyer who’d been striding toward her had been waylaid by someone. Purposefully, she headed in Afarra’s direction. She was congratulating herself on her escape when Laughing Tree caught up with her and staked himself at her side—rooted, immovable, masculine.

Zaini smiled up at him—what else could she do? His hair was bushier than she remembered, and he wore the same gentle expression he’d worn in D.C. Before he disappeared to god-knows-where, Tiro used to rave about Laughing Tree. In the short amount of time she’d spent with the veteran flyer-battler in the Dream Coop, Zaini had found the forty-something Black man to be decent and courageous. Right now, however, she wished he’d leave her alone.

Nearly two feet smaller than he was, Zaini had to tilt her head at an awkward angle to speak to Tree’s nostrils, while he was forced to stoop and address the crown of her head. She gestured to a pair of chairs that would allow them to converse more easily. They moved to the far end of the enormous dining table and sat down.

Zaini’s hackles rose again as she took in the room’s opulence and high-tech gadgets. A couple of the servers offering trays of food were service drones—computerized trolley-like contraptions that whizzed up to guests and made them jump each time they tried to “tempt them to a canapé.” The other servers were human—ex-seeds she suspected. Given the unflagging dedication of the service drones, the human servers certainly weren’t overworked. But Zaini remembered that New York’s Human Dignity and Gainful Employment laws mandated work for as many humans as possible, even if they had little to do.

After a life at Planting 437 as a botanical, sitting in a room seeds couldn’t begin to imagine, Zaini felt like a traitor. After Tiro’s disappearance (the last straw), she felt herself getting bitter. Even her memories of Dreg—the uncle she’d loved like a father—were suffused with resentment. For years, he’d vowed to whisk her and her boys off the planting. But they blew half his head off before he could make good on his promise. Her fault as much as his. If she’d taken the chance and run, all four of her boys could be alive right now. At Dreg’s execution, seeds praised her for her stoicism. What they didn’t see was how crazy mad she was with the prophet who saw so far into the future he couldn’t see what was under his nose. By then, as much as she loved him, she was so angry with him she could have almost killed him herself. This was a secret she’d only shared with one person—Man Cryday. And now Aunt Cryday was gone too, and who would comfort her now in this mad world of lost sons?

“Table’s beautiful,” Laughing Tree said. He’d caught her looking at it.

“Expensive,” Zaini pointed out, in a more judgmental tone than she’d intended. “Beautiful too, I guess,” she added, as a softener. “I pity the poor elephants though.”

“What elephants?”

“The legs. S’a big job holding up this table.”

The big man bent down to look at them. They’d swapped places: all she could see was the crown of his head. If he looked up, he’d get a bird’s-eye view of her nasal passages.

Laughing Tree whistled in surprise at the elephant leg and sat up again. Everything he did was ponderous and purposeful, as if he were moving underwater or floating in outer space.

“Was it a suicide attempt? Afarra, I mean.” He looked surprised, so she felt the need to explain: “Germaine—we’re close. She told me you’d said—”

“Sure looked like it,” he replied, sorrowfully. “Poor little thing.”

“Sounds like you got there just in time.”

He shook his head. “Let’s hope Afarra thinks so too. Someday.”

“She will,” Zaini told him, unsure of why she was so eager to make him feel better.

Laughing Tree sighed. “Aisha’s not a woman you want to cross. Reminds me of my gran. Felt sorry for poor Tilleone though.”

Zaini’s indignation wouldn’t permit her to let that one go. “Tilleone’s a fool,” she said. “He’ll get people killed. Pamletta lets him walk all over her.”

“Pam’s okay. Been through a lot.” Zaini gave him a look that said she doubted that. “Rich don’t mean easy, Zaini.” Was he being condescending? “She’s like Alice,” he went on. “Alice co-led the Friends of Freedom in D.C. ’fore the coup. She—”

Zaini snapped at him: “Everyone knows that.”

“Hey, don’t bite my head off! Then you’ll also know Alice was married to a steader. Pam was married to a father-man herself. Pam’s dad was a die-hard secessionist. Betrothed her to a cropmaster when she was still a child. Took years ’fore she managed to escape.”

Zaini bristled. “White Wives-Proper got no clue what life is like for seedmates.”

“You’re right. But suffering’s suffering. Wives-Proper may not be seeds, but they know what it’s like to live with a man who believes he’s entitled to any part of his property he wants. Any part at any time. Powerless is the worst place to be. Hope I never go through that again.”

She looked over at him—really looked for the first time. His confession took her aback, which is why she risked asking him the next question. “You think they killed her, Tree?”

“Lord, I hope not. Ji-ji’s brave—smart as a whip too. Could be she’s escaped—”

“No. I didn’t mean Ji-ji. Her too, of course. I meant my aunt—Man Cryday.”

“Oh honey,” he said, “I forgot she’s your kin. I’m sorry ’bout what happened to her. And to your little boy during the raid.” He rested his hand on hers. “It was you Aisha was talking about, right? The mother who lost…” His voice trailed off.

Zaini couldn’t look at him. She merely nodded. The strange thing was, she wasn’t angry anymore. Yet he’d called her “honey,” a type of familiarity that usually irked her. Men did it all the time in the E.S.S.—Black men, Brown men, White men. But it was the way Tree said the word that threw her. The unmitigated kindness in it. Honey curled up between them and felt comforting and dangerous at the same time. Educated by one of the wisest men in the Territories, Zaini knew more than most of the other men she’d met put together. She was a mother in her forties with two surviving sons, one already a man and the other soon to be. She’d buried two boys. And now it looked as though she’d lost Ji-ji too—the rebellious little girl who’d been like a surrogate daughter whenever Silapu fell off the wagon.

Laughing Tree was speaking again. Zaini caught up with him mid-sentence.

“… so there’s not many left like them. From what I hear, seems like your aunt’s a remarkable woman. Like my gran in Jamaica. Gran read nature like others read a book. Not that she was a surgeon or a tree witch herself. Never had much schooling. Gran was a self-educated woman who saw the world clearly and taught me to reach out an’ love it. Risky. But in the end, it’s the only thing worth doing. Seems like your aunt’s like my gran.” His use of the present tense touched her.

Then he ruined it by asking the next question. “How’s Tiro? Hoping to see him here.”

Zaini answered as casually as she could. “Tiro’s not here.”

Tree didn’t take the hint. “He still living with you an’ Bromadu in Boston?”

When Zaini looked down at her hands, Tree realized he’d struck a nerve. “I should mind my own damn business. Haven’t heard from Tiro in a while is why I’m asking. Tiro was good to my son.” Laughing Tree looked over at Ink, actively fending off guests who wanted to speak with Afarra. “He’s turning out to be a fine young man,” he said, with a father’s pride. “But the kid’s got a crush on Afarra a mile wide. It’s killing him to see her like this.”

Zaini found herself admitting the truth: “Tiro up and left a few months ago. Haven’t heard from him, nor has anyone else. Got no idea where he is.”

Laughing Tree blew out his cheeks in surprise. “Damn. You’re carrying a heavy load, Zaini. Want me to make a few inquiries? I’m still in touch with flyers from the old Dreamfleet—Re-Router, X-Clamation, others.”

“You’d do that?”

“Sure. We all went through hell together in the Dream Coop.” He leaned in and said more softly, “An’ I hear tell you were the one scaled the dome of the Dream Coop and turned on the emergency beacon. All of us who survived that hell in the Dream owe you a debt of gratitude.”

“Who told you about that?”

Tree groaned guiltily. “Tiro. But don’t be mad at him. He was proud of you, that’s all. Told me to keep it secret, an’ I did … till now. That climb up the dome at night. Phew! That was something. Don’t know many folks brave enough to attempt it. Guess you got a lot in common with your aunt Cryday. With Miss Aisha too, it seems.”

Zaini appreciated the compliment. “If your offer’s still good,” she said, “then yes. I would like you to ask around if you can. I need to know Tiro’s somewhere safe, that’s all.”

“You got it.”

His lack of hesitation aroused her suspicions. “Why are you being so kind to me? And to Afarra? And—” She broke off.

“To Ink? S’okay. I’m not offended. Folks think I petitioned for him after the Freedom Race cos I felt responsible for his fall in the Jefferson Coop. It’s true in a way. I am responsible an’ I did feel sorry for him. Planting 368, where they wanted to ship him back to as a Damaged, is one of the evilest plantings in the entire Territories.”

Zaini nodded. “Uncle Dreg told me about it. Ji-ji was leased to the 368th for a while.”

“If hell’s a real place, the 368th’ll give it a run for its money. Though I guess the 437th wasn’t much better, if those videos of Murder-Mouth are anything to go by.”

“It was hell.”

Maybe to cover for how close to tears Zaini was, Tree decided to elaborate. “I pushed Ink off the donut ring when he crept up behind me. Instinct. Didn’t know he’d bounce off the safety net. Didn’t know he was a hundred-pound kid either. I swear, Zaini, I’ve seen so much crap it would make your eyes water. Sometimes the only thing I want to do is smash everything to pieces. The boy keeps me grounded. He’s an unexpected blessing, Gran would say.”

“I like the sound of your gran.”

“Gran was a good woman. Like to think she spurred me on to build the carrier for Ink—a nest, Marcus called it. Called it that to rile me up. Marcus had it in for the kid. Charra gave Ink that powered chair. Stole it during one of her raids.”

Zaini had a million questions to ask about Turnabout, Charra, and the Madlands, but her eldest son was uppermost in her mind. “You in touch with Marcus? Ben says he’s down in the Madlands in Charra’s old place. You don’t think Tiro’s gone to join him, do you?”

“I hope not. Marcus Aurelius is bad news whichever way you slice it. Have you read the journal Aurelius wrote—his Meditations? The real Marcus Aurelius, not the fake one.” Zaini shook her head. “Stoicism’s okay,” Tree continued. “But I can see how a wily player like Marcus could twist it to get what he wants. Take it from me, no one’s wilier than Marcus.”

Ben Turner approached them. The African American pulled up a chair and spoke in an urgent undertone: “Zaini, get up and follow me. Tree, bring Afarra and Ink and meet us in the vintage garage out back. The barnlike structure with the weathervane on top.”

“What’s going on?” Tree asked.

“Just do it, okay? But be discreet about it. Don’t let anyone follow you.”

While Tree headed off to get Afarra and Ink, Ben ushered Zaini outside into the chill air. Zaini soon regretted her thin skirt and light sweater. “What’s going on?” she asked. When Ben shook his head and put a finger to his lips, she knew better than to ask again.

The garage was set off from the house. The place looked as if it was either an old barn or an expensive replica of one. Ben slid open the garage door. Zaini followed him inside and was greeted by almost pitch darkness.

“Hey, Germ,” Ben hissed. “Got Zaini with me, like you asked.”

Germaine Judd emerged from the shadows with little Zyla in her arms. She flicked back her thick braid and switched on a battery lamp. “Don’t call me Germ,” she said, and turned to her friend. “Hi, Zaini.” She sounded nervous. Zaini took it as a bad sign. Typically, Germaine kept a cool head, a trick she’d mastered during her days as a flyer-battler in the Dreamfleet.

“Tree’s on his way,” Ben said. “With Afarra and Ink.”

Zaini was shocked, however, when Norville Einar entered next.

“The giant’s behind me,” he said. “With some kid in a wheelchair. You sure Happy Tree’s trustworthy?”

Germaine corrected him: “It’s Laughing Tree. And yes. I’d stake my life on it.”

“Glad to hear it,” Norville said. “Cos that’s exactly what we’ll all be doing.”

Too softly for Norville to hear, Ben asked his wife if she was sure Ink could keep his mouth shut. “You know how much the kid likes to talk.”

“Ink’s a good kid,” Germaine insisted. “We just need to tell him what’s at stake.”

The sense of foreboding Zaini had when Ben first approached them in the dining room grew. “You got news about Aunt Cryday?” she asked. “Tell me.”

Germaine placed a hand on her friend’s arm. “No, it’s not that. Soon as we hear anything, we’ll share it with you, Zaini. I promise.”

If it’s not Aunt Cryday, Zaini thought. There’s only one other person it can be. If Ji-ji was dead, Germaine and Ben would want to break the news to Afarra in private. They’d want someone there who’d known Afarra for years—someone she trusted. Her. Zaini braced herself.

Just then, Tree ushered Afarra and Ink into the garage. Ink grasped Afarra’s hand in his.

“That kid’s wheelchair is pretty fuckin noisy,” Norville pointed out.

“It’s fine,” Germaine said. “Hums a little, that’s all.”

“Anyone see you head this way?” Ben asked, hurrying to slide the door closed after them.

“Nope,” Tree told him.

“You sure?” Ben said. Tree gave him a look. “Okay, okay, big guy. Just checking.”

Afarra stared out ahead of her without seeming to see them. Ink demanded to know why they’d been brought here. “Afarra’s cold,” he said. “She needs a jacket.” They all noticed at once that Afarra’s teeth were chattering.

Norville took off his jacket and placed it gently on Afarra’s shoulders, a gesture completely at odds with the impression Zaini had of him.

Ben addressed the group: “Looks like we’re all here. Germaine, you do the honors.”

Germaine handed their toddler off to Ben and retreated to the far end of the garage.

She went up to a closed door and called softly. “It’s okay for you to come out now, Doctor. All clear.” A doctor, Zaini thought. To help break the news to Afarra. Sedate her maybe.

At the back of the garage, a door to what seemed to be a small storage room inched open. A man stepped into the gloom. Someone followed behind him.

A yap echoed through the garage. Afarra gasped and looked over at Norville, who grinned at her and nodded. Another yap. As tears streamed down her cheeks, Afarra nodded faster and faster.

Zaini rushed up to her and put her hands on either side of her head to steady it. Little by little, Afarra stopped nodding. Zaini let go and stepped aside when she heard a voice behind her.

“Afarra, it’s me. I’m sorry I flew off with him. I couldn’t let ’em kill you. But I couldn’t drop him. Wasn’t right. An’ he’s fine—see?”

Ji-ji stepped forward into the light from the lamp and held out the squirming Pomeranian.

Afarra didn’t say a word. Zaini realized that Afarra was holding her breath.

“Dr. Chen helped us escape,” Ji-ji continued. “He’s a kind man. A doctor.”

The doctor smiled. “It was my honor to help the Wingchild,” he said.

Afarra still hadn’t said a word or moved from the place where she was rooted. While Afarra tried to comprehend what was happening, Ji-ji kept talking.

“Dr. Chen—Will—extracted the tracking device from Circus and drove us here from Providence—the place, not destiny. Only you could say it was destiny, sort of. Or fate, I guess. We couldn’t show up at the meeting. Not till they find the parrot.”

“Parrots,” Norville interjected.

“So we hid out here,” Ji-ji said.

Norville interrupted again: “Lucky thinks a whole bunch of parrot-spies have infiltrated the E.S.S.” He pointed to Circus. “Told you the pooch was bugged.”

“You did,” Ji-ji acknowledged. “I need to thank you, Norville. You got her here safely.”

“Wasn’t easy,” Norville grumbled. “Got the bite marks to prove it.”

Afarra still hadn’t said a word or moved to greet them. Zaini spoke to her as gently as she could. “It’s okay, Afarra. They’ve come back—Ji-ji, Circus too. They’re real. It’s not a dream or a trick. They’re here with us now.”

“Here now,” Afarra whispered. She nodded again, but not like before. Just one nod and done. Then she let out a small shriek of delight and flung herself toward Ji-ji and Circus. In her excitement, she nearly knocked them to the ground.

“Elly! Circus!” Afarra cried. Ben, Germaine, and Norville urged her to quiet down.

Laughing Tree came up and stood next to Zaini. This time, it felt perfectly natural to speak to Tree’s nostrils, and he didn’t seem to mind speaking to the crown of her head.

“What now?” Zaini asked.

“Guess we make sure they get away from here.” He looked down at her and sighed. “This sure beats what I thought was gonna happen. Guess you never know when fate’ll take you on the upswing again.… Thanks for being right.”

“About what?” Zaini asked.

“Back there, you said one day Afarra would be glad I stopped her at the intersection. Looks like glad came early. How would we bear it if Ji-ji an’ Circus showed up an’ I hadn’t come across Afarra in time? Guess someone’s looking out for us. Gran maybe.”

“Or Uncle Dreg,” Zaini said. “Or Aunt Cryday. God, I wish they could see this.”

“They see it, Zaini,” Tree assured her. “Good energy like that lingers, spreads its wings.”

“Okay,” Norville declared. “Party’s over. Gotta get these kids away from here. Van’s waiting outside. We hightail it to the regional airport an’ load ’em onto a cargo plane, pronto.”

“No cargo plane!” Afarra cried. “Very uncomfortable.”

“S’okay,” Tree told her. “This is one of the super-comfortable ones.”

“A cargo plane to where?” Zaini asked.

“To Lucky in London,” Norville replied, as if he’d made this clear to her from the outset. “England’s the safest place for them right now. We gotta get ’em out fast. Plane won’t wait.”

“You been to England recently?” Tree asked. “Things are pretty messed up there too.”

“It’s fine,” Norville replied, testily.

Zaini’s anxiety rose; she needed to protect Silapu’s daughter and protect Afarra too. She addressed Norville bluntly: “How do you know Lucky? And how do we know we can trust you? Could be you’re the parrot.”

Norville reeled back as if she’d hit him. “Me? Listen, lady. Was me got the Whisperer to New York and dealt with her epilepsy along the way.”

“What do you mean?” Ji-ji asked, alarmed. “Has she got epilepsy?”

“No epilepsy,” Afarra stated. “The Viking is lying.”

Norville raised his eyes to heaven. “Then you must be the best actor I’ve ever seen.”

Germaine interposed herself between them. “No time to argue,” she said. “I tell you what, Zaini. Why don’t you accompany them to the plane?”

“Ink an’ me’ll go with ’em as well,” Tree said.

“Sure,” Ink said, eagerly. “This is only temporary, right? She’s coming back, right?”

Norville fumed: “I’m Scandinavian, for Chrissake! Don’t need a damn accompaniment.” He glared at Tree. “An’ how’s the giant gonna squeeze himself into the van?”

“Let me worry ’bout that,” Tree said. “I got experience squeezing myself into vans.”

Ji-ji hugged Dr. Chen, who told her it was one of the best days of his life when she showed up at the hospital and unfurled in the corridor. “God will bless you,” the doctor said. He gave her some medication and advised her to get some sleep on the journey. “You’re worn out.”

Ben and Germaine hurried the group to the purring van.

“It is a driver inside,” Afarra said. “I am liking vans with drivers included.”

Tree, Ink, and Zaini rode with Ji-ji, Afarra, Circus, and Norville, who grumbled all the way to the tiny private airport in the middle of nowhere. Norville swore at the driver for driving too slow and cursed him for driving too fast. Every so often, the bodyguard came back to his primary bone of contention—that after all he’d done to prove his loyalty to the cause of Freedom, neither Tree nor Zaini trusted him. “Who babysits a Viking?” he asked, incredulously.

The roads worsened after they exited the city, and the driver wasn’t able to dodge a deep pothole. Afarra’s head banged up against the side of the van. A jolt like that should have woken anyone not in a coma, but Afarra barely flinched. Tree felt the impact too. His head hit the roof hard, but he didn’t complain either.

Norville clambered back to where Afarra slept and placed a pillow between her lolling head and the side of the van, taking pains to ensure she was protected. Afarra murmured something that sounded suspiciously like “asshole,” but if Norville heard her, he didn’t take offense. He merely patted Circus, who lay contentedly in Afarra’s lap. When Ji-ji thanked him again for looking after her, Norville, who seemed embarrassed to have been caught doing a good deed, ordered the Existential to get some sleep.

“Guess history got it wrong,” Tree whispered to Zaini. “Vikings are teddy bears.”

As Zaini struggled to stay awake, Tree, hunched over beside her with one arm wrapped around his sleeping son, said, “You lean up against me, Zaini. I got an oversized arm to spare.”

The twice-bereaved mother looked up at Laughing Tree, whose bushy hair was squished down by the roof of the van. She smiled up at him spontaneously and he smiled back. Then, as the van rocked, the mother of lost sons leaned her head on a kind man’s arm and allowed herself to dream.






16 WAG THE ROYAL TAIL


Lucky Dyce raised his pint in the air and nodded over at part-time barman and full-time wanker Todd Wiffer, known to Wag the Royal Tail’s regulars as Wiffy. Lucky’s nod was laced with irritation. True to form, Wiffy had substituted the next installment of cash he owed for the Tail’s Weekday Night special and refills of Fuller’s London Pride. At this rate, Lucky would never get his money back. Right now, however, he had bigger things to chew on. His home was about to be invaded. In all likelihood, the Viking, the Existential, and the Ant Whisperer would descend on London tomorrow. Guests—a word that horrified him.

Apart from a handful of one-night stands when horniness got the better of him, Lucky had never had a female stay overnight at his place. Tomorrow, he’d have two of them at once—one with a wingspan that would put a pterodactyl to shame, the other eccentric, to put it mildly. He’d rather be on a dangerous mission for the Friends than deal with a home invasion.

Lucky had always been fond of Afarra, but her crazy logic was disconcerting. He’d have to walk on eggshells around her. Anything could set her off, or so Norville warned him when he called in the wee hours of the morning. Said Afarra was “delicate.” Said she suffered an epileptic fit during their escape, then she’d run off in New York. Looked like she was attempting suicide when Tree caught up with her. Despair was familiar to the young Englishman. If you think you’ve lost everyone you care deeply about, what’s the point? He was reasonably confident he could cope with Afarra. Ji-ji, on the other hand—she was a totally different story.

Opinionated, reckless, and too brainy for her own good, Ji-ji Jellybean Lottermule Silapu was one of those people who could go toe to toe with you in an argument and persuade you to see things her way, even when it was the last thing you wanted to do. Ji-ji had been messing with Lucky’s brain ever since that day in The Margins when she’d launched her insane attack against five murderous Bounty Boys, all to save a kid in mule ears she’d never laid eyes on before. The kind of thing you do if you’re absolutely mental.

The Existential had confounded him again when he saw her fly for the first time in that grungy practice coop in D.C., after she mistook him for Lotter and attacked him for the third time. She wasn’t wielding cutlery, thank god, but those sharp little flaps on her wings were bloody painful, as Norville said he recently discovered. Yet even mid-attack, though he’d never admit this to her, the incomparable beauty of her wings floored him.

He tried to console himself with the notion that Ji-ji wouldn’t be in the driver’s seat in London. Their fake passports and the fact that Ji-ji was the most wanted person in the Territories made them vulnerable. The girls would be on his home turf; they’d have to put a sock in it and do exactly what they were told for once. He was a couple of years older than Ji-ji and a helluva lot more seasoned than either of them. He’d lived here and across the pond, so he was attuned to the differences Americans routinely missed. He’d disabuse them of the romantic notions Americans still clung to—that England was the Potterish, Hobbity country of yore. England was as dangerous as everywhere else; it just had its own brand of lethality, that’s all.

Lucky let his eyes wander around the old pub. Though the heavy wood paneling and old-fashioned décor made it look like one of those alehouses from centuries back, at less than a hundred years old, Wag the Royal Tail was a mere adolescent in comparison with many of the other pubs near the river. Like most of the structures too close to the Thames, it had been flooded so many times people avoided it when it rained, and the owner no longer bothered to scrub off the grimy waterline in the basement. The smell of grease from the deep fryer in the back kitchen played second fiddle to the mold, cigarette smoke, and the pungent aroma of weed.

The pub was packed. Lucky tried to spot steader spies among them. Unlikely they’d hang out at a place like this but not impossible. In civilized societies, racism was always ready to make a comeback, and god knows England had its share of fascists eager to see the States remain disunited. A few months ago, Lucky infiltrated a group of steader seed traders on hiatus from kidnapping and murder. One of them, who went by the name Giles Frederickson, had hairier arms and hands than Lucky could ever recall seeing on a non-primate. Fortunately, the seed trader had a decided weakness for brandy. Thanks to Lucky’s generosity, Giles was plastered by the end of the evening. From his new best friend, Lucky learned that parrot-spies from the Territories had been planted in the highest echelons of the Friends of Freedom and the E.S.S. If Giles wasn’t exaggerating, the New York wing of the Friends was compromised. Twice toward the end of the evening, the garrulous seed trader had started to slur the word Existential before zipping his cakehole shut. Did it with one of those theatrical hand gestures Americans like to use, as if to emphasize how brilliant they are at keeping secrets. Giles hinted that the E.S.S. government was compromised too. Said “a grand person’s donations” had been very well received—a not-so-subtle reference to Grand Inquisitor Worthy.

Lucky had to get the girls out of there as fast as possible. His first plan: rush to the Berkshires and help them escape himself. Wouldn’t work. He’d be intercepted before he got inside the compound. As far as he knew, Lotter, who’d never met a grudge he didn’t want to nurse, was still desperate to brand an “F” onto his face. Wouldn’t help if Lucky told the bastard he wasn’t an official Friend, just a freelance associate of the organization—a “mercenary” as goody-goody purists liked to call him. No doubt about it, the world was fucked up. Lord Commander Lotter, the most callous man he’d ever met, was a romantic when it came to his murdered seedmate and a sadist when it came to everything else. Lucky’s next plan was to call Germaine and Ben. But if the Friends were indeed compromised, the call would be intercepted.

As usual when he couldn’t find a way forward, Lucky called Man Cryday. She was the one who suggested he get someone he trusted into the girls’ security detail. A man no one in the Territories would have eyes on and the Friends wouldn’t suspect either. Norville Einar, who gave the impression that he was an out-of-shape pushover past his prime, was the obvious choice.

Hadn’t been easy for Lucky to convince his old pal to escort Ji-ji and Afarra out of the Berkshires, but he’d pulled out all the stops and thrown one guilt trip after another at the Viking till he caved. Invoked Rachel’s name too, something he’d never have done if he wasn’t certain that Giles Frederickson, sloshed to the gills, had blurted out the truth.

The fact that Norville managed to escape with Ji-ji and Afarra should have given Lucky solace. But the escape was a cock-up initially. Then he gets a call from Germaine with news about the attack on Memoria and the disappearance of Man Cryday, one of the few people still living (he hoped) who’d always believed he was better than he actually was. Made Lucky sick to think about what the steaders would do to a trophy prisoner like Man Cryday, especially if they knew she was Prophet Dreg’s sister. During his stint as a guard on the 437th, he’d seen firsthand what they did to witches in the Territories. Seen Lotter do it to them. One thing was certain: if Lotter was involved, Man Cryday’s torture would be stomach-churning.

Almost immediately, Lucky regretted allowing himself to think of Arundale Lotter. He took another swig of beer, then another. Didn’t help. With his fork, he rolled his food around on the plate aimlessly.

Perhaps due to the owner’s lack of imagination, Wag the Royal Tail’s starter menu was exactly the same as their main course selections. The only difference was the size of the portions. Instead of the hunk of sweaty cheddar you got for a main course, you got half a hunk as a starter. Same with the bread, pickled onions, and piccalilli, all half the size. Instead of the two Scotch eggs you got as a main, the starter limited you to one. To ensure Lucky knew Wiffy had sprung for the Scotch egg & plowman medley, the barman had served the featured starter and the main course to him simultaneously, abandoning his post behind the packed bar to deliver the offering. As usual, Wiffy’s gaze fell on Lucky’s pocket as the pillock checked to see if his reluctant sponsor was packing heat.

Lucky was struck by the fact that, in all the years he’d spent in the Disunited States freelancing as a guardian angel for the Friends, he had never once come across a Scotch egg. Proof—not that he needed it—that he’d moved in the wrong social circles. When a Scotch egg is cooked right—and Laura, the Tail’s cook, had it down pat—the yoke was molten gold, and the crust on the deep-fried, herby sausage meat coating as crisp as toast. People always return to the things they know best, Lucky thought. You can’t change them, and you shouldn’t try. What people want is sameness, familiarity. Briefly, Lucky basked in the delight of having his favorite meal at his favorite pub. Then the spell was broken and all he could think about was the impending doom of company.

Why hadn’t he thought things through? When he’d persuaded Norville to get on the security rotation, and when he’d sent over the Fly the Coop game as a clue, they had to be ready to get out of there immediately (a brilliant move that turned out to be way over Ji-ji’s head), it never occurred to him Norville would insist he host them in his own domicile. His modest flat in this seedy part of London on the seedier bank of the Thames would pale in comparison to the palatial digs the girls enjoyed in the Berkshires, with fireplaces galore and gobs of land for Ji-ji to flit around in. She had the gall to complain about that too! There’s no pleasing some people, he thought. Tolkien got it right: socially reticent, Bilbo-Bagginsy Englishmen don’t take kindly to uninvited guests invading their hobbit holes. In fact, it drives us nuts.

Lucky took another sip of beer. Room temperature, just the way he liked it. Since his time in the States, his life had been on a gradual decline—at least that’s the way outsiders would see it. Yet downhillyness was underrated; it had its own charm. It enabled you to keep yourself to yourself and rely on a few friends to come to your aid. He returned the favor, mostly.

He dug into the mushy peas. As usual, Laura had flavored them with fresh mint, though where she’d found it in this rubble-filled, polluted city he couldn’t say. At least one thing was certain. Afarra would go nuts over the name of the pub. Would see it as a reference to Queen Elizabeth’s corgis, even though it probably wasn’t. On the few occasions Lucky had spoken with Afarra while she was in the Berkshires, she almost always inquired after the little dogs. He’d explained that the lot of them had been dead for ages, but Afarra’s sense of history was skewed. No point trying to tell her the monarchy was a distant memory, or the United Kingdom was nearly as disunited as its supersized cousin across the pond.

Without meaning to go there, he found himself back in The Margins with Ji-ji and the Bounty Boys. Ji-ji, kneeling under that massive live oak as he was forced at gunpoint to attach the lynch rope around the mule-eared kid’s scrawny neck. Ji-ji, on the periphery rising up unseen. For Bounty Boys, a “dusky Muleseed” rising like a harpy isn’t something your racist brain can accommodate, so you don’t see it. Then Ji-ji takes out the gun Petrus used to kill her mum—a gun so heavy she has to hold it with both hands—and starts firing at the Boys to save the kid Lucky is being forced to lynch. But they can’t save him. After they cut down his thin body, he lies there in his soiled underwear, limp as a rag, still wearing the furry ears the Bounty Boys stuck on his head. Lynched by Lucky’s cowardly hands.

After that, Lucky decided he didn’t give a fuck whether he lived or died. Ji-ji assumed courage and nobility spurred him on to remain behind so she could escape. He’d let her think that, but actually his “sacrifice” was a surrender to despair. He’d messed up again. Acted like a coward. Just like he had after the river snatched Rachel’s hand from his. The current had been much stronger than it looked, which was why his little sister had been swept downriver so fast. She had a hold of his hand and then, in the blink of an eye, she didn’t. As the swirling waters of the swollen river spun her around, he saw the fear in her eyes. She screamed his name over and over cos she believed the big brother she adored would storm to the rescue. The only thing worse than her screams—his half-hearted attempt to go after her.

Which was why ordering Ji-ji to leave him behind and go on to Man Cryday alone had never been about sacrifice; it had always been about shame.

Lucky shook his head to clear it and gulped down the whiskey chaser Wiffy had included to help Lucky forget how much money the worthless sod owed him. He wished the Tail’s owner hadn’t obtained a weed license from the council after the authorities realized that this was the most efficient way to pacify the populace and cut back on brawls. Lucky didn’t partake much himself anymore. After the talking-to he got from Germaine about a year ago, he’d cleaned up his act—sort of. His self-appointed big sister read him the riot act in a mortifying two-hour call across the Atlantic. Said he sounded like he’d given up. “S’pose I have?” he’d told her. “What’s it to you?” And then it was like he could see Germaine’s pretty green eyes fill with tears cos it was obvious he didn’t give a fuck about anything anymore. When a good woman cares about you, corny though it sounds, it makes you think maybe there’s something about you worth caring about. So he’d partially cleaned up his act and discovered that relative sobriety suited him.

These days, when he wasn’t on some mission for Man Cryday or the Friends, Lucky’s nights consisted primarily of visits to Wag the Royal Tail and other places where he could grab a bite to eat. His days were spent reading anything he could get his hands on, watching old movies and TV series no one else ever seemed to watch, and playing video games in the two-bedroom flat he rented above a long-abandoned dry cleaners.

Hard to think of a more worthless business than dry cleaning in a city where street dwellers outnumbered home dwellers two to one. While he’d been risking his life on an absurdly dangerous mission to rescue a couple of nuns (a mission Ji-ji had guilt-tripped him into), half a dozen squatters moved into the dry cleaners. The five White men and an older White woman made it clear to him when he returned that they were all armed.

Lucky didn’t mention the fact that he’d stashed an impressive arsenal in the floor beneath his wardrobe, the element of surprise being something you want to hold onto. But he worried about what would happen if—god forbid—Ji-ji spontaneously unfurled, or Afarra resorted to dog-chatter, tree-talk, or ant-whisper in that funny language of hers. Though race wasn’t usually a factor in London like it was in the Territories, and residents—squatters especially—tended to mind their own business, difference scares people. Wouldn’t be easy keeping two of the most hunted females a secret. Wouldn’t be easy protecting them either. He may have a small arsenal, but he only had two hands. He smiled to himself when he remembered his secret weapon: a guard cat fiercely protective of her territory.

Oh shit! He’d forgotten about his cat! She loathed strangers. What would she do if Ji-ji spontaneously unfurled in her presence? How large did a bird need to be for a cat not to think of it as prey? Blowed if he knew.

Lucky stabbed a chip with his fork aggressively. Another chip jumped off his plate and fell to the floor. Two seconds later, Lucky looked down to see that the fallen chip had disappeared. He didn’t want to know if the Tail’s rat infestation had been dealt with. Sometimes in this city, ignorance was bliss.

The more he thought about it, the more Lucky realized his guests’ sojourn had to be brief. He’d perused his flat earlier in the day and decided it was rubbish: a mound of sad socks on the settee; threadbare arms on the only chair not in urgent need of CPR; a kitchen that was little more than an alcove, graced with a couple of food-encrusted electric burners; and a portable oil heater—a fire hazard, especially if a pesky little Pomeranian decided to battle with a hefty feral cat. His flat took the shine off his bad-boy image and made him look like a first-class loser, a man who’d worked his way up to total fuckin failure. The only thing the flat had going for it was its two bedrooms. Even that wasn’t smooth sailing. If the local authorities found out that his former roommate had skedaddled months ago (leaving behind a few bags of second-rate weed, no rent money whatsoever, and a feline with homicidal tendencies) they’d order him to do his part to alleviate the housing crisis and take in a new tenant.

In the churning wake of Norville’s call, Lucky realized he was about to expose himself to either ridicule or pity. He hoped for the former. Pity destroys a man, he thought. He took a self-pitying bite of Laura’s Scotch egg. Even her legendary runny yoke failed to provide consolation. As he chewed, however, inspiration hit. What if he snagged them a room in a hotel? Not that there were many decent hotels around these days—flop houses, more like. But there were a few respectable ones north of the Thames that didn’t cost an arm and a leg. He could get a room for himself too. While there, they could determine what their next move should be.

Yep, it was decided. Staying at his place was out. He may not live like someone with cash to spare, but his lack of ostentation was mainly due to the fact that, A, only gormless idiots or rich buggers with armed security paraded their wealth in London (where wealth was as tempting to the security forces as it was to the local gangs), and B, his supply of cash tended to be a bit uneven. But he could spring for a room for them, no problem. He’d need to work fast. They’d be here tomorrow.

He cursed the Friends of Freedom for their carelessness when it came to the safety of the one person they were relying on to inspire a rebellion. As usual, Americans couldn’t imagine bad shit happening even though their history told them it always did. Chalk their puerile optimism up to the American Dream—a fetish, in his opinion. Not even the Civil War Sequel, Water Wars, climate disasters, and a catastrophic radiation leak that polluted the Lower Mississippi Delta could tarnish it. He admired Dregulahmo, he really did. But dreams don’t become reality if you believe in them hard enough; they take you for a sucker instead. Man Cryday said something similar to him once—one reason why he’d grown so fond of the blunt-spoken tree witch. She’d been the one who’d told him he couldn’t keep beating himself up. She hadn’t tried to persuade him that Rachel’s death wasn’t his fault; instead, she’d simply said, in that wise old-person way of hers, that too much regret was an indulgence cos it disrespected those you’d lost, who would want, more than anything, for you to find joy. Her logical way of approaching despair appealed to him. Christ, he’d miss her if she was gone for good. Who would he call when he needed a sensible tree witch to console him?

Lucky raised his mug again and made a toast too softly for anyone else to hear: “To the Gardener of Tears.” He caught Wiffy’s eye and smiled at him cock-eyed, as if he was a man on the edge who didn’t know he was mumbling to himself.

Just then, a small, anxious-looking bloke, whose haircut testified to the compulsiveness of his barber, scurried up to his table. Behind him stood a blond woman in a black leather jacket (genuine leather, Lucky could tell), dangly gold earrings too flashy for the Tail, and red stilettoes. Her body language said she was too good for this place. Too good for her date as well.

The small man grabbed the spare chair at Lucky’s small table and said, “Can I borrow this, mate? You using it?” Without waiting for a reply, the man removed the chair and scooted it under the adjacent table, which, against all odds, was empty.

The man ushered his date to the other chair and sat down opposite her submissively, eager to pay homage to her haughtiness. Their table was jammed up against the wall and so close to Lucky’s that the three of them looked like a ménage à trois.

The poor bloke, who didn’t seem to have a clue about how much the woman didn’t want to be there, was jumpy as hell and smitten. His hands shook as he tried to light her cigarette. She was a smoker. Great. Lucky had positioned himself far away from the smokers cos his cat was sensitive to cigarette smoke. She would hiss at him like a cobra when he got home. He thought about asking the man to put his lighter away. But the poor bloke looked so nervous Lucky didn’t have the heart to do it.

He wished he’d gone to another of his hangouts tonight. Wag the Royal Tail never used to be this crowded when he came here as a kid. He and Rachel would order the same thing every time (fish, chips, and mushy peas), so he thought of the hole-in-the-wall pub as his place. The only place in London where he could go and remember the good times they used to have, the four of them, laughing and joking with each other. Times were tough then like they were now but being together made it okay. Their parents always treated him and his sister with respect, listened to their opinions, and made them feel like they mattered. Quakers tended to do that.

Remembering the joy they got from being together ripped Lucky’s heart out. So instead he remembered the piping-hot chips and the steaming cod, fresher than the fish you got now in this city filled with checkpoints that made on-time deliveries a thing of the past. Rachel laughing with her mouth full cos their dad had never heard a corny joke he didn’t want to repeat.

What would his parents make of him now, the only survivor of the Dyson clan? Not a lot probably. He wasn’t devout. He’d never worshipped anyone or anything in his life. Except for—

No. Those wings of hers may be spectacular, but he wasn’t the worshipping type. He must admit though, watching her fly for the first time that day in the practice coop made him understand why her wings gutted Tiro and the other fly-boys. Luckily, he wasn’t a fly-boy, so it wasn’t envy he felt when he saw her. If he was honest, what he felt when he watched her fly was the closest he’d ever come to being awe-struck.

His caller rang. He hesitated. Should he answer it in the crowded bar with the couple less than an arm’s length away? No, too risky. Besides, when he glanced at the screen, he saw a parade of numbers he didn’t recognize. As he sent it to voicemail, he caught the woman eyeing his caller. Not many people had access to decent callers these days. Hard to get a license to carry one unless you greased a few palms. He was pretty certain the poor bloke she’d come with had one of those government-issued callers that logged each call you made and checked them against a watchlist database before they allowed the call to go through. Censored online content too, afraid they’d have another decade of riots if people communicated freely with each other.

The woman was still eyeing his caller. He pretended not to notice. But as soon as the man embarked on a quest for drinks, the woman leaned over and touched Lucky’s arm. A few yards away, her date was jammed up against the bar, struggling in vain to catch Wiffy’s attention.

“Hey, gorgeous,” the woman said. She must be about ten years older than he was. “What’s a good-looker like you doing in a dump like this? Fancy getting out of here? There’s a place I know across the river puts this shithole to shame. You up for a little excitement?”

Lucky put his fork down and turned toward her. Attractive women like her—confident, entitled—often mistook him for someone they imagined they’d be interested in getting to know. She should never have called his favorite pub a dump and a shithole. He could call it that if he wanted. As a regular he’d earned that right. She hadn’t.

With the kind of breezy confidence beautiful women often possess, she said, “Don’t tell me you’re scared of the merchandise. I don’t bite.” She eased in closer and added, “Not unless you want me to.”

“You’re right, ma’am,” Lucky said. Her face fell when he called her that. “I am scared shitless. Haven’t had a good lay in ages. Doubt I could rise to the occasion.”

The woman’s face turned red. She mumbled something he didn’t catch, grabbed her bag, shoved the table aside, and walked out. Fleetingly, Lucky felt bad. He hadn’t meant to hurt her. Or maybe he had, who knows?

Five minutes later, the man shuffled back with two hard-earned drinks in his hands. He stood there awkwardly and addressed his date’s empty chair, “Must’ve gone to the loo.”

“Nope,” Lucky said. “She left. Sorry, man. Could be you’re better off without—”

The man grabbed Lucky’s shirt in his fist and swept what remained of his starter and main course off the table. Lucky was impressed with the vehemence of the gesture, which made it seem as if a lot was on the line.

As tears dribbled down his face, the man yelled, “Shut your trap, shitface! She’s an angel!”

Lucky should have kept his mouth shut as instructed, but the man had touched a nerve.

“She’s no angel, man, believe me. I know an angel when I see—”

The man’s fist contacted Lucky’s jaw before he had an opportunity to add the word one.

Lucky was sitting, Small Angry Man was standing. Lucky blamed the diminutive bloke’s success on their relative positions and the downward arc of the blow. As he, Ji-ji, the Bounty Boys, and the poor kid in mule ears learned during the Massacre at Live Oak, position and angle make all the difference.

As Lucky lay on the soiled, pitted floor of Wag the Royal Tail, two things occurred to him. First, his teeth didn’t seem to be broken, but they had taken a chunk out of the inside of his upper lip—hence the warm blood pooling in his mouth on the right side. Second, when his guests arrived, he would be as pitiful-looking as his flat.

He passed out.

A pair of powerful wings rose up before his blind eyes to beat against the invisible bars of darkness like a thing miraculous.

The knockout punch explained why Lucky didn’t check his messages till after he’d staggered home with a blinding headache and a mouth so sore and swollen he found it hard to speak. He was dizzy, concussed probably. He only vaguely recalled how he got home. Did Wiffy help him? He smelled his jacket—weedy as hell. Definitely Wiffy.

With some difficulty, Lucky checked his pockets and was surprised to find his cash still there. Then he remembered the call he’d sent to voicemail. He squinted at his caller and tried not to see two of everything. It took a while for the screen to come into focus. When it did, he realized it was an international code. Must be Norville. Maybe they’d changed their minds about visiting? Christ, he hoped so.

Lucky played the message back then played it again. An American, but it wasn’t Norville. The man’s voice was much deeper. A Black man? Annoyingly, the guy spoke in code, and Lucky wasn’t in any state to stitch it into a meaningful message. He tossed his caller onto the settee, lurched into the kitchen alcove, and grabbed a bag of ice from the small freezer. He tottered back to his worn settee, jammed the ice up against his mouth, and played the message again.

He passed out a second time. When he woke, there was a puddle of ice water on the settee where the bag had burst. A shaft of dismal sunlight crept through a gap in the curtains.

He remembered the voicemail and played it once more. This time, when the man said G.T. told him to call this number if he couldn’t get hold of her, Lucky jerked up his head in surprise and swore as pain coursed through his jaw and neck. He’d figured out who the guy was talking about. G.T., the Gardener of Tears. He listened more carefully after that. He played it again: “This is I.A.G. Tell G.T. it looks like she may be right. The First Story will be the last. Birds of a feather flock together. Tell her it’s possible we’ve located the motherlode. Tell her—”

The message became inaudible and cut off. Must’ve lost the signal. Lucky’s brain fog began to clear. Where had he heard that voice before?

Bloody Feline, the mad cat his mad git of a roommate had left behind, looked at him with regal indifference and settled down to take a nap. He stroked her head. “Sweet dreams,” he said, indulging in the kind of tenderness he only risked when they were alone.

Suddenly he knew where he’d heard that voice! In the Dream Coop! The voice belonged to Dream Master Amadeus Nelson, the man they called I’m-a-God, who’d fought alongside them in the Dream Coop and served as Ji-ji’s fly coach. Hard to forget a voice as distinctive as his.

Lucky’s mind picked up speed. In one of their last calls, Man Cryday told him out of the blue that Amadeus was in a relationship with Zyla years ago to avoid being repatriated to the Territories. Apparently, he’d been in some kind of trouble—she hadn’t gone into detail. Man Cryday never said anything by accident. She wanted to let Lucky know he could be trusted.

Lucky wracked his brain. What else had Man Cryday divulged? Hadn’t she said Amadeus was abroad? Toteppi country. Guinea, was it? No. Sierra Leone? No. Liberia, that was it! Now all he had to do was figure out what the message meant.

“Birds of a feather flock together” and the part about the First Story must refer to the Toteppi story the Dream Master told in the Dream, right? Lucky’s heart fluttered; he was breathing fast. Amadeus seemed to be saying it wasn’t simply a story. This story was true.

Lucky pumped his fist in the air in triumph and then regretted it as a sharp, hot pain zipped from his shoulder to his wrist. He must have slammed his arm into the floor when the man felled him. He ignored the pain. If Amadeus was right, Ji-ji wasn’t the only Avian in the world; there were others. Which meant she wasn’t the product of the steaders’ disgusting genetic experiments. Her bastard of a father-man hadn’t transformed her; her Toteppi mother had.

Lucky leaned back into the settee’s worn cushions and replayed the voicemail over and over. For the first time, he felt ready to welcome his uninvited guests into his home. He had something precious to offer them—earth-shattering news that had the potential to change everything. He couldn’t wait for them to get there. He laughed. He didn’t care how much his mouth hurt. He had the voice of God in his hands, a voice to console them all.

For the first time in a long time, Lucky Dyce abandoned sarcasm and murmured a hushed, reverential “Wow!”
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Breathe, Ji-ji told herself as Lucky replayed the voicemail message for his three guests. They’d arrived thirty minutes earlier and were seated in his small living room, huddled around a tiny space heater that did little to take the edge off the autumn chill. She took another deep breath. Did the words mean what she thought they meant?

Perched on the edge of Lucky’s lumpy sofa, which sagged in the center where Afarra sat with Circus, Ji-ji leaned forward in an effort to capture every word. Lucky’s apartment—a flat, he called it—was less fancy than she thought it would be. She liked him better for it. His modest flat felt right somehow. And then this incredible news.

Though Lucky was only a couple of years older than she was, his instincts were those of a veteran Freedom fighter, and all indications were he thought the message was genuine. He moved to play the voicemail for a fourth time. From his seat in an outsized floral armchair that had seen better days, Norville raised a hand to stop him.

“Don’t care how many times you play it, kid. It’s still clear as mud.”

“Seems obvious to me,” Lucky countered. “She may not be alone. There are others.”

Afarra snorted in disapproval. “How is Elly being alone? Circus an’ me is here to guard her, isn’t it? You an’ Norville too. She is bodyguarded all the way up an’ down.”

“Damn right,” Norville said. “The Existential is bodyguarded right, left, an’ center.”

Ji-ji wished Norville and Lucky would stop needling each other. After so many setbacks, she wanted to savor this moment. Against the odds, the three of them and Circus had made it here safely.

A half hour earlier as dusk approached, they’d arrived at Lucky’s front door, located in an area of South London close to the Thames. The driver Lucky sent to pick them up from a tiny airport in the Midlands drove for hours before pulling up on a side street of terraced shops.

The neighborhood reminded Ji-ji of the flood zone where she and Afarra lived in D.C. “A neighborhood with an abundance of unrealized potential,” Zyla used to call it. Lucky’s apartment was above a vacant shop with a broken glass front. What looked like an entire reel of tape was affixed to the damaged shop-front window, presumably to hold it together. Ji-ji looked up at the old sign above the shop, which read D—Y C L E A N—R S. Before she could stop herself, she read the sign as a bad omen. “DIE, CLEANERS!” bounced around in her head. She was being irrational. For a start, none of them were cleaners. Get a grip, Ji-ji. A couple of letters are missing, that’s all. Two windows were located above the sign on the second floor where partially drawn shades made the windows look like sleepy eyes. So this was Lucky’s home.

Her heart skipped a beat when the Englishman who’d saved her life and liked to pretend he didn’t give a damn opened the door. Lucky looked exactly the same and entirely different.

“Jesus, kid!” Norville exclaimed. “What the hell happened to your face? Hope to god the other guy looks worse,” to which Lucky gave his signature I-don’t-give-a-damn shrug, the only cue Afarra needed to confirm he was the Lucky Dyce of old.

Afarra shrieked with joy and flung herself into his arms. Lucky caught her and gave her a big hug, careful not to hurt Circus. Then he scanned the street cautiously. The mercenary Freedom fighter appeared to have grown even taller in the two years since they’d seen him. He wore his blond hair short. He was beardless too—unsteader-like. Without the beard he was required to grow when he’d served as a guard on the planting, he looked a lot less like Lotter.

Afarra introduced Lucky to Circus. “Circus is being very good with the sky turbulence. He is being afraid cos the engines is roaring like this.” Afarra did an impersonation of the plane’s roar. Norville urged her to keep it down, but she was too excited to hear him. “He does not pee on the cargo,” Afarra boasted, “except for twice behind the crates.”

Lucky turned to Norville: “Glad to hear your bladder’s still functioning, old pal.”

Afarra hooted with laughter. “Not Norville!” she cried. “Circus is the pee one. We miss you, Lucky—right, Elly? All the time we are missing you.”

Lucky smiled down at Afarra. “I missed you too,” he said. “All of you.”

Ji-ji was relieved to hear how genuine that sounded. She wanted to give him a hug but the moment had passed. Besides, she stank. She hoped Lucky had a working shower and some hot water. Cold would do in a pinch.

At that moment, the glass-fronted door to the dry cleaners jerked open. A White man with lank, greasy hair and a lit cigarette stub in his hand leaned up against the opening and surveyed them. Ji-ji noticed Norville move his right hand so it came to rest on the weapon hidden under his jacket. Startled, Afarra clutched Circus to her chest.

“Oh, it’s you,” the man said. “I see you got guests. That’s a fuckin first!” The man leered at the females. “Different flavors, eh? Got nothing against exotics myself. Wouldn’t mention it to Di though. She’s a snob when it comes to race mixing.”

Ji-ji felt Norville bristle beside her. She grabbed Afarra’s arm and pulled her back into the shadows. Lucky put his hand up to indicate he’d got this and said a hasty goodbye to his neighbor. He bundled his guests into the tight entrance to his flat—a narrow hallway that led to a steep flight of stairs. After he’d shut the door, Norville asked Lucky who the moron was.

“Velp’s harmless. Just one of the squatters lives down below.”

Norville grabbed his shoulder. “Wait a minute. You’re telling me you live over a bunch of squatters? They been vetted?” He glared at the staircase leading up to a single door. “One entrance to this place, looks like. Please tell me there’s more than one exit.”

“Of course there is,” Lucky said. “Before you cast aspersions on my domicile, pal, where you will be staying as my guest, perhaps you would like a tour? Lead the way, good sir.”

Norville hrumphed a note of disapproval and huffed his way up the stairs.

At the top of the creaking stairs was a landing not much larger than a doormat. Before he opened the door, Lucky turned to his friend and reminded him that he, Norville, had insisted they escape to England. “Looking a gift horse in the mouth isn’t exactly good form, is it?” Lucky said. It hadn’t occurred to Ji-ji that their host may be a reluctant one. The thought stung. “And for your information, Norville,” Lucky went on, “I was mugged by three louts at gunpoint last night, so I’d appreciate it if you cut me some slack.”

“You should put ice on it,” Ji-ji said. “You got any ice?” Lucky, preoccupied with his effort to convince Norville his home was safe, didn’t hear her.

Lucky insisted they see the fire escape, accessible through his bedroom window. They traipsed into his bedroom to view it. Given the size of the rest of the place, his bedroom was surprisingly spacious. His bed was neatly made, and though the mismatched furniture looked as if it had been salvaged from different homes, the place looked lived-in. Yes, this place felt good.

Afarra gravitated toward some framed photos on the side table by Lucky’s bed. Ji-ji caught sight of a man, a woman, and a girl. His parents and his sister Rachel—must be. She wanted to linger at the photo, but she was worried it would be intrusive. She hoped Afarra wouldn’t ask Lucky about them either. In the drive from the airport, concerned she could say something to upset him, Ji-ji reminded Afarra that Lucky’s family was deceased, afraid that Afarra, who didn’t think about death the way others did, could ask if he’d spoken to his dead relatives recently. “Better not to bring the subject up, Afarra. The English value their privacy.”

Norville, his battle-ready hair harnessed by hair gel, stuck his head out of the bedroom window and peered into the dusk. The stiff English breeze was a poor match for his fortified follicles. He apprised the rusty metal fire escape, more ladder than stair, which led down to a tiny backyard, and swore under his breath.

“Guess we’ll make do for tonight. If those two don’t get some sleep, they’ll fall over.”

He drew his head in from the chilly autumn breeze. Having checked to make sure Afarra was occupied with the photos, he lowered his voice and tapped his nose secretively. “Wouldn’t want you-know-who to have another you-know-what. Lack of sleep can be a trigger.”

In case they hadn’t caught on to the fact that he was alluding to her bout with epilepsy, he rolled his eyes in his head. Lucky gave Ji-ji a look as if to say Velp wasn’t the only one without any tact. But Ji-ji had to admit Norville was right about one thing: she and Afarra were wiped.

Their flight over the Atlantic had been harrowing. Before the cargo plane took off from a private airport in New York State, Norville took several extra-strength killers to quiet the wound he’d sustained during their escape from the Berkshires. Afterward, he’d promptly fallen asleep.

Afarra had been excited about her first plane flight till the engines revved up, but as the engine noise turned into a deafening roar, she became hysterical. “Laughing Tree and Ink is telling me do not fly cargo! Too herky-jerky. Very loud! We get off now.” Ji-ji had to physically restrain her so she wouldn’t make a dash for the door during takeoff.

Throughout their journey over the Atlantic in the frigid cargo plane, Afarra and Ji-ji clung to each other for warmth. Fortunately, they still had the flight bag Ji-ji had packed a lifetime ago, along with another bag Germaine packed for Afarra. Ji-ji pulled out her mam’s blackbird quilt and covered them with it as best she could. She told Afarra the three blackbirds on Sylvie would protect them cos they were flyers too.

Every so often, the pilot shouted back to them, but his words were drowned out by the engines, and neither of them wanted to risk a perilous walk through the plane’s cargo to find out what he was saying. The bathroom visit they made was enough to convince them to remain with their seat belts on in the uncomfortable fold-down canvas seats. At last, to their enormous relief, they landed at a small private airport in the Midlands. Ji-ji misheard Norville and thought he said they’d touched down in the Madlands. Relief washed over her when she realized her mistake.

The drive down to London should have taken a few hours, but circumventing checkpoints took longer than anticipated. Their driver, hidden behind a contagion mask, introduced herself as Charlotte. “I go by Charlie on rescue missions. I’m a former friend of Lucky’s—sort of.” Ji-ji estimated that the woman was in her late thirties or early forties. A no-nonsense Friend of Freedom veteran. Ji-ji warmed to her when she gave Norville the Friend’s greeting: “Alis volat propriis”—she flies on her own wings. Charlie grumbled about how hard it was to get your hands on a decent vehicle and seemed personally affronted that this one wasn’t up to much. “Don’t expect a comfy ride. Suspension’s shot. Cars are shitty these days—restored ‘out the wazoo,’ as you Americans say. Bet it’s even worse in the Territories. They say they’ve got some decent rides in the SuperStates now some of the plants are up and running again. Charlie’s my rescue mission name, by the way. If I told you my real name, you could blurt it out to those picker bastards when they torture you.” (Ji-ji made a mental note that she said when not if.)

Norville, who sat in the front passenger seat, which alarmed Ji-ji initially cos he was on the left side, whispered things to the driver they weren’t meant to overhear. Whenever he glanced behind to see if they were listening, the Viking gave them a strained smile and said, “No worries. Everything’s under control,” which made Ji-ji more anxious than ever. But it turned out Norville’s confidence had been well founded. For here they were, safely ensconced in Lucky’s unpretentious flat in London, listening to a message that could right the world. Maybe.

“The First Story will be the last,” the Dream Master said. “Birds of a feather flock together.” His reference to the Toteppi origin story made sense. On the night of the steader coup in D.C., Amadeus told an abbreviated version of the banned story, but it was Uncle Dreg’s and Man Cryday’s versions that fed Ji-ji’s spirit over the years. She was only eight when she and Tiro sat in the wizard’s seed cabin and listened to the story for the first time. She could still see the Footfolk, Fishfolk, and Birdfolk painted onto the storycloth. Uncle Dreg inspired them to believe anything was possible if you dreaminated it. Much later, when Ji-ji made it to Dimmers Wood, Uncle Dreg’s sister had shared her own version of the First Story. And though Man Cryday imbued it with less mystery and more science, it was no less inspiring than her brother’s tale. Dreaminate—Ji-ji hadn’t thought of that word in a while. A word to remind you that dreams can’t germinate without imagination, perseverance, and sacrifice.

The Dream Master’s message resurrected in Ji-ji a hopefulness she hadn’t felt in a long time. The Toteppi story passed down through generations wasn’t some fanciful allegory; it was their story—hers and all the other “birds of a feather,” a story dormant in the buried wings of her tribe. Dreaminating the future wasn’t merely the old wizard’s way of consoling the young by looking backward at what once was; it was a prediction of things to come.

“It’s Amadeus, for sure,” Ji-ji asserted. “I’d recognize his voice anywhere.”

“Don’t count your chickens, Existential,” Norville warned. “They can fake voices easy. Must be tons of recordings of the guy’s stint as Dream Master. Nelson was the most famous Black man in D.C. The Celebrity Serverseed, they called him. With the right software, it’s easy to patch together an authentic-sounding message.”

“It’s him,” Ji-ji asserted. “I know it. He says they’ve located the motherlode.”

Lucky corrected her: “He says it’s possible they’ve located the motherlode.” Disappointment flooded Ji-ji’s chest till Lucky added, “But if a Bird tribe actually exists, Lotter wouldn’t be a begetter of miracles, and you wouldn’t have to carry the weight of the world on your shoulders anymore.” Ji-ji stared at Lucky in surprise. This brash, sarcastic Englishman knew exactly what she was yearning for. She hadn’t felt this close to him since they’d battled together in the Dream.

“Don’t get carried away, kids,” Norville said. “Lotter could be behind this. Or Worthy.”

Ji-ji shuddered. “Think they know Amadeus is in Liberia—assuming that’s where he is?”

“If they monitored Lucky’s caller, they do,” Norville said.

“Not possible,” Lucky said. “Calls to this number are encrypted. If Lotter knew where Amadeus was, think they’d allow him to relay something as monumental as this? Call came through last night. Wish I’d answered it then.”

“How come you didn’t?” Norville asked.

“I was in an important meeting,” Lucky replied. “Didn’t recognize the number. Didn’t even know Man Cryday had shared my secure number. If she’d told me, I would’ve been on the lookout. Hey, is there any news from Dimmers?”

“’Fraid not,” Norville said. “The attack was brutal. Dozens killed. Didn’t find her body, but it looks like the tree witch is a goner, or soon will be.”

Panic-stricken, Afarra asked, “Man Cryday is dead?”

Ji-ji glared at Norville. “S’okay, Afarra,” she said. “She’s missing is all.”

“That’s right,” Norville said. “Missing. That’s what I meant to say.”

“Miss Aisha’s gone to find her,” Ji-ji said. “Remember the woman in the Friends’ meeting, the one who gave Tilleone Jones a hard time?”

Afarra nodded. “Miss Aisha is very mad at them. Like me an’ Circus.”

Ji-ji assured her again that there was still a chance Man Cryday could be rescued. “Miss Aisha and her nephews are searching for her. Like Lucky an’ the others searched for you.”

“They find me,” Afarra said, settling back into the sofa. “In the Aerie. With Circus.”

“Aisha?” Lucky asked. “Tiny old woman who can slice you with a look?”

“That’s her,” Ji-ji said. “We rode with her to the raid on the 437th.”

“That’s good news,” Lucky said. “Aisha and Man Cryday go way back. Norton and Prayjon are special ops. They may not look like fierce raiders, but they’ve pulled off stunts other people would never attempt.”

Afarra opened her bag, took out Uncle Dreg’s Seeing Eyes, and put them on. “I find her,” she said. “With the hood. An’ the bells. Clang! Clang!”

Ji-ji deduced the hood must be a reference to Chaff Man. But she had no idea what the reference to bells was about. Afarra nodded off seconds later before the eyes revealed anything.

It irked Ji-ji that Norville didn’t believe in the message’s authenticity. She tried again to persuade him. “Amadeus is a good man. We can trust him. He taught me to fly—kinda.”

“What the hell does that mean?” Norville said. “He teach you to fly or not?”

Ji-ji didn’t try to answer him. Each time Norville spoke he made her feel less confident in the veracity of the message. But maybe he was right. Could be they were clutching at straws cos that’s all there was to hold onto.

Like she’d done a thousand times before, she listed the other Wingchildren in her head: Charra, Bonbon, the two deadborns (Charra’s and Lua’s), and the fly-boy Germaine knew. After Man Cryday excised her sister’s ingrown wings, Charra was left maimed and murderous; Charra’s winged infant, the nephew Ji-ji never saw, couldn’t be saved; Bonbon, another suspected Wingchild, was snatched by Lotter and confined to a Serverseed camp or worse; and Silas, Lua’s infant, bled to death after midwife Bettieann excised the protuberances on his back. Germaine’s friend didn’t survive his transformation either. And there was another thing she hadn’t thought of. If a tribe of Birdfolk was discovered, they would become what she was: prey.

“You think Amadeus will bring a Wingchild back with him?” Ji-ji asked.

“Wouldn’t surprise me,” Lucky replied. “He’d need proof, and the guy’s not exactly risk averse. Went back into a coop swarming with steaders and mutants to retrieve Zyla’s body. You’ve got to be a little nuts to do something like that.” Or a lot in love, Ji-ji thought.

Norville still wasn’t convinced. “Let’s hope I’m-a-God doesn’t take his nickname literally. He’ll get people killed if he does. World’s not safe for mu—” He corrected himself: “for Hybrids.” He looked around disapprovingly. “Not many places are these days.”

The hint landed like a sledgehammer and prompted Lucky to say he planned to check his guests into a hotel on the other side of the Thames. “Would’ve done it tonight, but venturing out after dark is a bad idea. There’s checkpoints galore, and your fake documents may not pass the smell test.” Ji-ji hoped their travel stench hadn’t triggered that analogy.

“That how you got mugged, is it?” Norville asked. “Cavorting around at night?” Lucky raised his eyes to heaven. “Thought so,” Norville said.

Afarra began to snore. Circus lay snuggled in her lap. The little dog’s sudden jerks told them he was dreaming. Ji-ji woke Afarra as gently as she could. “C’mon, Afarra. Time for bed.”

Norville heaved himself up from the deep well of the armchair. “Got some urgent business to take care of. Lucky’ll stand guard. He’s got a stash of weapons hidden away. An’ that vicious wildcat of his won’t let anyone bother you.”

Afarra, half-asleep, wanted to know if Bloody Feline could sleep with them too, the cat having won her over when she’d made a manic, open-clawed lunge at the guests soon after they’d arrived. Ji-ji said Circus had to get used to the cat before they all slept together. To her relief, Afarra was too tired to argue.

After she helped Afarra wash and settled her into the bed in Lucky’s sparsely furnished guest room, she watched her for several minutes. Having fallen asleep as soon as their heads hit the pillows, Afarra and Circus lay splayed out in the middle of the bed. Afarra’s dark skin looked beautiful against the white sheets. Circus, the dog with nine lives, slept in her arms.

“Thank you for helping me bring him back to her,” Ji-ji whispered, to any spirit that might be listening.

Ji-ji took a blessedly warm shower and returned to the living room to get some water. She was surprised to see Norville hadn’t set out yet. The two men abruptly ended their conversation.

“Gotta meet a guy about a thing,” Norville said, guardedly. “Afarra okay?”

“Yeah,” Ji-ji replied. “She’s real happy to see Lucky again.”

Norville looked at their host and said, “We can only hope her happiness lasts.”

He walked up to Ji-ji, looked her in the eye and said, “Listen to me, Existential. No night flights. They’ll be coming for you, friend and foe alike, understand? I’m off to clean up a few loose ends. Be back soon.” With that comforting thought, the Viking exited.

“Norville’s always been a ray of sunshine,” Lucky said.

“You need some ice for your mouth,” Ji-ji told him. “You got any?”

“I’m fine. You should see the other guys. Sit down ’fore you topple over.”

Am I swaying? Ji-ji thought. She put her unsteadiness down to turbulence and a woeful lack of sleep. She sank down into the sofa cushions, which smelled of weed and French fries.

“When did you last eat?” Lucky asked her.

“Can’t remember. A while back.”

“No wonder you’re swaying like a drunkard. Eggs okay?”

Lucky rose without waiting for her to reply. He walked to the small alcove and began to scramble eggs on the mini stovetop.

“This is the first time you’ve cooked for me,” Ji-ji said.

“How easily they forget! I made you soup. Or was it bread and cheese? An apple?”

He served her scrambled eggs on toast and moved to sit in the armchair. Unfortunately, he’d let the cat out of the bathroom earlier so his guests could use it, and Bloody Feline had claimed the chair for herself. She hissed and batted at Lucky when he attempted to sit there.

Ji-ji shifted to the other end of the sofa and gestured to Lucky to sit next to her.

“Didn’t know you had a cat. You never mentioned—”

Lucky interrupted her. “Why’d you take off without asking me to come with?”

Ji-ji blinked at him. “What? You mean … when I went to find Charra in the Madlands?”

“Yeah,” he replied. “You didn’t trust me.”

“Of course I trusted you! You saved my life.”

“You realize how risky it was to go down there with Marcus. I saw some of the shit he pulled on the 437th. The fly-boy may look like Prince Charming but he’s an evil sonuvabitch.”

“I didn’t go just with Marcus. Tiro came to the Madlands. So did Tree an’ Ink.”

“Oh, come on, Ji-ji. Tree’s okay, I’ll give you that, but his kid’s a liability. And Tiro’s a drug-sop. I know, I know. I’m not exactly a teetotaler myself. But Tiro’s deep into that shit.”

Ji-ji’s temper flared. “This is what you’ve been stewing over for more than two years? That’s crazy! If you’d come with us to the Madlands, Charra would have treated you like the other fairskins she captured and confined you to a pigsty. An’ who would’ve rescued Afarra?”

Lucky counted Afarra’s rescuers on his fingers: “Let’s see. There was Zyla, Otto, Germaine, Ben, Coach Mackie, the two Montys…”

“One Monty. Pythons don’t count.”

They looked at each other. Ji-ji burst out laughing. Lucky laughed till his sore mouth made him groan.

In the silence that followed, Ji-ji asked, “Don’t you want us here, Lucky?”

“’Course I do. Every day, I’ve yearned for guests from Americky to stop by and scarf down my eggs. Spent my entire protein rations for a month on those.”

Ji-ji smiled. “Don’t worry. We won’t stay long. Not enough exits.”

“There are never enough exits, Existential. That’s the tragedy at the center of our whole bloody existence.” He’d uttered this without irony. It scared her. She changed the subject.

“I’m real sorry those guys attacked you. Did you report it?”

“Report to who? Think the law is less corrupt here than everywhere else?” Lucky looked away. “Shit. Why does every room feel like a confessional when there’s an angel in it? I lied, okay? There was only one bloke. Diminutive fellow. Positively petite, in fact.”

He stood up, moved to the easy chair where Bloody Feline slept and perched on the chair’s wide arm. He looked her in the face this time. Even from that distance and despite his swollen face, the blueness of his eyes struck her.

“Before you cast aspersions on my pugilism, I’ll have you know I was sitting down at the time. Just sitting there in my favorite pub, minding my own beeswax, scarfing down my Scotch egg. I was sitting. Small Angry Man was standing. That’s my excuse.”

She was about to offer consolation when he pasted another question onto the end—a question with a jagged edge to it. “You heard from Flight Boy?”

“Don’t call him that,” she said.

“Man Cryday calls him that all the—”

“Yeah, she does. An’ I’m telling you, it hurts his feelings.”

“Tiro’s a man now. He can handle a few hurt feelings. You heard from him?”

“No.”

“How come?” Her turn to shrug. “You and he still an item?”

“We were never together.”

He laughed. “Don’t give me that, Existential. You were like one of those cow-eyed flyer-battler groupies. You thought Tiro the Pterodactyl hung the moon.”

“We were friends, that’s all. He’s not interested in—” Flushed with embarrassment, she added, “Doesn’t matter.”

Lucky stared at her till she felt uncomfortable. “He hurt you,” he stated.

It wasn’t a question, so she didn’t answer. “He’s jealous—that’s all. All those fly-boys are. Seeing you fly guts ’em. Can’t be a puffed-up celebrity fly-boy if some winged female makes you look like a damn puppet in a leotard. You, Jellybean, are the miracle the fly-boys were meant to be.”

“That’s what Charra said about herself an’ me.”

“I know. You told me, remember? Want some more eggs? Afarra was always going on about eggs for breakfast, so I bought enough to feed a platoon.”

“Okay,” Ji-ji said, grateful to change the subject. “Thanks.”

She woke to Lucky arranging a blanket over her. “Did I…? Was I—”

“Yep. You fell asleep in the middle of our scintillating conversation.” Ji-ji began to apologize, but he stopped her. “S’okay. I’m used to it. Bloody Feline does the same thing.”

Ji-ji stood up, swayed a little. “I’ve got vertigo from the plane ride.”

He held out his elbow for her to take. She hesitated for a second before she slipped her hand into the crook of his arm. Touching him felt … she wasn’t sure how it felt. Bridal somehow. Neither of them looked at each other as he escorted her to his guest room door.

“Is that Afarra snoring?” he asked. “Christ! Thought Bloody Feline was bad.”

“I like it,” Ji-ji said. “Reminds me she came back to me. Cos of you. Yeah, I know the others helped. But Zyla told me you were the one stopped her falling from the Jim Crow Nest.” Ji-ji paused, then said, “I know I owe you for finding her. I promised you I’d pay you back—”

“Stop right there, Existential! We English never take money from ingrates, not after the abuse you inflicted on tea in Boston. But if you insist, an egg-laying chicken would be nice.”

She smiled. “You think the message is real? Think Amadeus has found others like me?”

“There’s no one in the world like you, Ji-ji Jellybean Lottermule Silapu, ’specially when it comes to cutlery combat.”

He must have seen how serious she was cos he added, “But it could be there’s a whole tribe of bird-girls and bird-boys—and bird-nonbinaries too—flitting around in the heart of darkness with old Kurtz. And who better to stumble across them than Dream Master I’m-a-God himself. You’ve got to admit it’s divine justice.”

Ji-ji was tempted to kiss him, but her mam, Lotter, and numerous others had impressed upon her how plain and unappealing she was. Besides, the pain of Tiro’s repeated rejection was still fresh, and her weird body would almost certainly tank their friendship.

So even though she felt more grateful to the Englishman than she knew how to express, she tiptoed into the guest room. Without looking back, she closed the door softly behind her and listened to her host’s footsteps as he walked away.



Afarra’s ear-piercing shrieks woke them. Circus yapped in alarm. Ji-ji thought she heard Bloody Feline yowl in the other room. Lucky dashed into the room, gun drawn, and demanded to know what was going on.

Afarra was sitting up in bed, her eyes wide open. When Ji-ji attempted to hug her, she shrieked again. Didn’t seem to know where she was.

“What’s wrong with her?” Lucky asked.

“She doesn’t know where she is.” Ji-ji looked around. “Where’s Norville?”

“No idea,” Lucky replied, shakily. “Think we should take that spooky necklace off her?”

“Don’t even think about it,” Ji-ji said. “She’d go nuts.”

In a voice at once far away and weirdly near, Afarra spoke through her sobs. “He is following me across the ocean to all the way home!”

She punched her head with her fist so hard that Ji-ji rushed to grab her hand. “Don’t do that,” she pleaded. “You’ll hurt yourself.”

Ji-ji pulled a trembling Circus out from under the sheet and put him in Afarra’s arms. “He’s scared. He needs you to comfort him.”

At last, Afarra started to come back from the horrors she’d witnessed.

“Black Hood is poke, poke! Soresoresore!”

Lucky and Ji-ji looked at each other.

“Chaff Man, right?” Lucky whispered.

“Yeah,” Ji-ji said. “She has nightmares about him.”

“Chaff Man’s dead, Afarra,” Lucky said. “He can’t hurt you or anyone else any—”

“I see him in the Dream!” Afarra spotted the gun in Lucky’s hand. “I kill him, isn’t it?”

Ji-ji turned to Lucky. “Put it away,” she urged. “Your gun. Put it away.”

Lucky looked down at his hand. “Sorry. Forgot. Instinct.” He laid his gun on the dresser.

Afarra put her head in her hands. “An’ I see the other one!” she wailed.

Ji-ji tried to embrace her again. This time, Afarra allowed it.

“What other one, sweetie?” Ji-ji said, as she rocked her gently in her arms.

“The Dimmer-boy. With the furry on his head.” With her fingers on top of her head, she mimed his ears. “With the lynch rope. He is coming to me tomorrow an’ the next tomorrow.”

Stunned, Ji-ji stopped rocking her and looked over at Lucky. “Did you tell her?”

“God no!”

“Maybe someone else did?” Ji-ji theorized—an effort to reassure herself. Unable to keep her voice as steady as she’d hoped, Ji-ji asked what the boy wanted.

“He is w-wanting … revenge,” she stuttered. “He is saying I am a coward. He bring the other Dimmer-dead. They are wanting me to join. They are in the coop in the Dream. They rock the nest like this.” Afarra rocked wildly back and forth. “They kill you almost. An’ Tiro too. But then you fly away an’ they see you are the angel. But the boy in the ears, he is wanting.”

“Wanting what?” Ji-ji asked.

“Everything! All the time!”

“Oh baby,” Ji-ji said. “It’s not you he’s after. It’s us.”

Afarra sniffed. For the first time, she turned away from the horrific scene in her head and looked at them. “Us?” she asked.

“Me an’ Lucky. In The Margins—when Lucky an’ me ran into those Bounty Boys I told you about, remember? There was a boy who said he was a Muleseed. Only he wasn’t. So they put furry ears on his head. We couldn’t save him.”

Afarra was listening intently. “The Bounty Boys lynch him, isn’t it?”

“No,” Lucky said. “I did.”

“Wasn’t Lucky’s fault,” Ji-ji insisted. “They had a gun to his head. We tried to save him after the shooting started, but it was too late. I had an axe but I … I didn’t get there in time.” Ji-ji saw the scene with blazing clarity. “He was from Planting 368.”

“That is a terrible one,” Afarra said. “Ink is telling me about 368. An’ you are saying how bad it is when they lease you to that place.”

“You understand then,” Ji-ji said. “It’s not you the Dimmer-boy is angry with.”

“But I promise him to save. An’ he sees the Eyes, an’ he is thinking I am the wizard.”

“Why don’t you take those off?” Lucky suggested. He reached out toward her, but she turned like a wild animal and snarled at him. Lucky snatched back his hand. “Or maybe not.”

Unbeknownst to anyone, Bloody Feline had crept into the room. She leapt onto the bed and startled Circus, who yapped in alarm. Lucky went to grab her, but Afarra got there first.

“Careful!” Lucky warned. “She’s vicious with people she doesn’t know.”

But Afarra began talking to the cat in a language filled with clicks and guttural growls, soft trills and yodels. Sprinkled among them were words in Totepp Ji-ji thought she recognized, and the occasional word in English too. The cat licked Afarra’s face, curled herself up, and made herself at home in Afarra’s lap next to Circus, whose yapping stopped soon after Afarra began cat-chatting to Bloody Feline.

“How’d she do that?” Lucky said. “That cat hates everyone, even me. An’ I feed her.”

After that, it didn’t take long for things to calm down. Ji-ji gave Afarra one of the sedatives Germaine had packed in a bag for them. In a few minutes, she fell asleep.

“That was freaky,” Lucky said. “How’d she know?”

“She senses things,” Ji-ji said. “Always has. But could be I said something in my sleep. I have nightmares about that boy myself. Do you?”

Lucky had the same look on his face he’d had in The Margins when he’d ordered her to go on without him, when she’d obeyed and left him to die. “The ones you can’t save,” he said, “maybe they’re like our penance. But it’s me who put the rope around that boy’s neck. You tried to save him. Never forget that, okay?”

Ji-ji nodded. They hadn’t spoken much about the incident Lucky told her he’d dubbed the Massacre at Live Oak. She’d always assumed he’d found a way to cope with it better than she had. Looking at him now, she realized that wasn’t true.

“Well,” he said, “on that jolly note, I think it’s time I made my exit. Even though, according to the Viking, there’s a paucity of those in this flat.”

He began to leave, turned back to smile at her, then winced when his swollen mouth protested. “Don’t carry that weight too,” he said. “The boy, I mean. Wasn’t your fault. And saving the Disunited States from itself is more than enough for an Existential to deal with.”

And then, before she could thank him, he made his exit.



Disaster. Not now, Ji-ji thought. Please not now!

It had been like this twice before. A rush so formidable she couldn’t say no to it. A torrent of desire coursed through the roots in her back. She squeezed her eyes shut and tried to force herself back to sleep. Not happening.

She raised her wrist and looked at Mickey Mouse grinning on her old-timey wristwatch. She felt time move incrementally as the god-rodent’s white-gloved hands eased their way round the watch face. Her body was too alive, too abnormal. Mickey’s chubby hands pointed to twelve and three. Three o’clock in the morning. She had to get back to sleep.

Yet even as she told herself this, she knew it was too late. She’d woken up inside the terrible engine of a need. She swore under her breath, fearful of waking Afarra and Circus, who lay beside her, and more fearful still of waking Bloody Feline. Afarra’s snores were softer than before; Circus the Pomeranian made tiny whimpering sounds as he chased some imaginary prey. The terrifying cat moved her head slightly but didn’t wake.

A few months ago, this same overwhelming need had led Ji-ji to Eugene, the young guard on the Friends’ compound, the one who’d given her driving lessons. Her first liaison with him had been reckless, the second even more so. But some things can’t be controlled, Ji-ji thought. Caution cowers behind desire—someone told her that once. Futile to fight it.

Sometimes, instinct manifested itself as fury, like it did when she’d mistaken Norville for a traitor and attacked him in the safehouse. At those times, it was all about protection and survival. That kind of surge was forgivable, the trigger obvious. But this other kind mortified her. The only person Ji-ji had confided in was Germaine, who’d assured her everyone had physical urges they couldn’t control at nineteen. But Ji-ji had been deliberately vague. If she’d been upfront, Germaine would have been as scared for her as she was for herself.

Eugene was eager the first time. The second time, not so much. He knew what to expect—or thought he did—and that made him wary. Till then, she hadn’t realized what desire was capable of. It felt as if someone else was propelling her forward. Afterward, Eugene cussed her out for hurting him, said, “That was freaky. Unnatural. You a witch or something? Keep away from me, y’hear?” The humiliation of it still burned, yet even that couldn’t stop her.

She checked to make sure Afarra was in a deep sleep. The sedative was working. She wouldn’t wake if a fire alarm sounded. Circus snuggled up to Afarra for protection.

“Don’t go out there, you fool,” Ji-ji whispered to herself. “You’ll ruin things if you do.” But how do you fight a tsunami? She had to seek him out; she’d explode if she didn’t. There was no future anymore—just the throbbing compression of NOW.

In the back of her throat as she slipped through the creaking door and out into the narrow hallway, a soft growl of yearning. She thought it was her at first. It wasn’t. It was Bloody Feline. The cat raised her head regally and looked at her with wet eyes that fell into infinity. I recognize you, her eyes said, stars in the dark. Bloody Feline stared at her for what seemed like eons: Birdgirl and wild cat, Wild Seed and Lucky’s pet, female and female. She knows I gotta do this, Ji-ji thought. She found the idea oddly comforting, as if the cat had given her permission to go on the hunt tonight.

“I can’t control myself,” Ji-ji whispered. She half expected the cat to reply with something like Don’t hurt him. He feeds me. But all she did was lay her perfectly shaped head on her paws and close her eyes. Ji-ji decided to take this as a blessing from a sister.

In the hallway, Ji-ji remembered Norville. Had he returned? She crept into the living room. No, he hadn’t. The sofa was empty. Ji-ji pretended it mattered, but she knew that even if he had been there, it wouldn’t have stopped her. Softly, she opened the door to Lucky’s bedroom. She tried to call out but discovered her voice was no more than a low, guttural moan.

The twins opened up behind her with a familiar sound like the unfurling of sails on an old sailing ship. They curled around the room, took over. In the dark, Ji-ji felt the color purple ripple through her taut body, smelled it—musky, unapologetic. Every inch of wall and most of the ceiling were bathed in its luster—up through the roots on her back and along the ridges of her impossible wings. A night-light by the bed. Was the Englishman afraid of the dark like she used to be? She saw Lucky’s beat-up face as he slept and thought him beautiful. His resemblance to her father-man was superficial. Humans could be fooled into thinking they looked alike, Avians couldn’t. The smell was entirely different too.

Lucky the man woke. To her eyes, as she entered the tempo of birds, he moved ponderously, like a whale through water. Then she realized it was she who moved at lightning speed, she who noticed everything in seconds split into tiny packets of revelation, her head cocked to listen to everything all at once and absorb it into nose and mouth, skin and wing.

He sat up. Bare-chested. In the room’s shadows, her eyes saw things ordinary females couldn’t: the blond hairs on his chest, the stubble on his swollen jaw, an eyelash on his cheek.

The man flicked on a small lamp by his bedside. “What the—?”

He saw her as she was—unfurled and ready. He gasped. “You’ve … grown!”

An understatement, she would have said, if her voice hadn’t flown away. He’d said something like that to her before, hadn’t he? When? On the planting. “Things grow if you let them be.” Is that what he’d said? She’d read it as menace back then, when he was masquerading as a steader. She didn’t hear it that way now. The man gazed at her shimmering wings. The hundreds of mirror-like wing flaps glowed purple. She wanted to move more easily, so she retracted her wings till they were half their size. No, she didn’t. They retracted themselves to accommodate her desire to move. Don’t do it, she told herself. Too late. Her dance had already begun. She felt her wings undulate with desire as he stared at her. Entranced? Horrified? It didn’t matter. She was Birdgirl Ji-ji Silapu, her mother’s half-Toteppi daughter. She would transfix the world with her throbbing wings and the need between her thighs, and ride into ecstasy.

She couldn’t remember when she took off her nightshirt. Before she unfurled, obviously. There it was, lying like a pale nude in one of those paintings. She gave herself over to the dance. Danced for him, for herself, for all things. He watched her without saying a word.

Unbidden—a vision of the one place on Planting 437 she could bear to return to. Execution Circle. Not the lynchings or the pyreings. Not the viewing coops filled with Muleseeds, Tribalseeds, Commonseeds, and Serverseeds, their symbols wounds over their hearts. Not the twelve father-men in their self-aggrandizing robes. She returned instead to Sylvie, the glory tree made penal, the giant hybrid from whose boughs seeds were hanged. Sylvie’s metal memorial tags—her tears—were as shimmery purple as her own wing flaps. She hadn’t made the connection before. Only inside the mating dance did the revelation come to her. Sylvie was her sister. How stupid she’d been to think she’d left the rooted, hybrid wonder behind.

She touched herself. For the Englishman. For her. She swayed back and forth to rhythms only she could hear. She furled and unfurled, altered the contours of her wings, levitated off the ground, set herself down again. As supple as limbs, her wings opened and closed the hundreds of tiny flaps in a synchronized ballet of azure waves, a sun-kissed expanse of purple light. She twirled like a top, moved up to the ceiling in an elemental, self-replicating spiral.

While she danced, she wished for a mirror so she could see her own deep brown body, her dark nipples, and her black triangle of joy. Never had she felt more at home in her own skin. She could have lifted a dozen men and risen into the air with them like a falcon. Aware of the fulcrum where the base of her wings were conjoined with her back, she remembered what in her was human and rejoiced in what in her was not. She started to sing. Not with her mouth, with her whirring wings. This is how lovemaking should always be, she thought, fluid, kinetic, a prayer.

She didn’t see the man rise and come to her, but all at once he was there, with only inches to spare between them. She felt an absurd need to rhyme—to pair one thing with another. Her voice returned to her mouth like a stranger. “It’s time,” her voice said, “You’re divine. And you’re mine tonight.” I suck at rhyme, she thought. But the man didn’t seem to notice.

He tried to kiss her, but that wasn’t what she wanted. She eased him back toward the bed as she danced, let her body writhe into his.

It fit. Everywhere. How unlikely. How lucky.

“Oh, Ji-ji,” the man—her friend—whispered. Her old name before she turned phoenix.

Her wings conformed to who he was, enveloped him. Unlike the other man, whose name she couldn’t remember, Lucky welcomed her, as if he were starving and she was the feast.

Did she lift him onto the bed? Yes, she must have. Gently, so as not to frighten him.

Her body changed everything. The power of it! The grace! It wasn’t about body and mind anymore or two distinct, competing energies. It was a simple, unabashed fusion of desire as two came together as one. She guided him to where her vagina waited like a virgin.

“Oh,” he moaned. “Oh.” She saw the vowel exit from his mouth, caught it in hers, and swallowed it. Without her asking them to do so, her wings reshaped themselves—smaller now, more like the wings of an eagle but strong enough to defy gravity and raise them both.

“Oh my god!” he cried. “We’re floating! Oh my GOD!”

She covered his mouth with her hand. “Ssh,” she whispered.

She cared for this man. He cared for her. They hovered together—conjoined, holy.

“Sex isn’t a bad thing.” She hadn’t meant to say it out loud. He laughed.

“Oh, Ji-ji,” he said. “You’re ruining me.”

She felt the world rock beneath her. And then, in a rush of ecstasy, the universe reached its apotheosis. From the holy orifice to the tips of her wings, she shuddered.

She sank them both down gently. One body. Complete.

They lay together in silence. The man spoke first: “Thought you’d hate it.”

“Hate sex?”

“No,” he said. “Hate this flat. My home. It’s not up to much.”

“You’re wrong,” she said. “It’s perfect.”



The three of them stared at each other. Ji-ji pulled up a sheet to cover herself. Lucky, naked, leapt up and moved to the front of the bed to protect her privacy. Even at that moment of embarrassment, his chivalrous act struck her as amusing.

The Viking stood in the doorway. He hadn’t knocked.

“It’s not what you think,” Lucky said, flustered.

“I hope it is, kid,” Norville replied, “else you got a problem.”

He spoke quickly, with the same urgency Ji-ji heard in his voice during the attack on the safehouse. “Throw some things in a bag, lovebirds. We gotta get outta here. Now.”

“What are you talking about?” Lucky said. “I told you. They’ll never find—”

Norville held up his hand to silence him. “Only they have found us is the thing. Go wake Afarra, Jellybean. Would’ve done it myself only I didn’t wanna scare her. Circus is liable to bite my hand off, to say nothing of the rabid feline. Been bitten enough for a lifetime.” No one moved. “What the hell are you waiting for?”

“But how do you know—” Lucky began.

“What do you think I was doing last night? I’ve had my associates keep their noses to the ground. Get your pretty ass moving. There’s a band of pickers knows where you live. You been hobnobbing with pickers, son?”

“So what if I have? How do you think I found out about the attack on the safehouse?”

The veins stood out on Norville’s neck as he tried to keep his voice down. “For fuck’s sake! Your sources were pickers, an’ you didn’t think to mention it! You’re a fuckin moron!”

Several minutes later, as they debated whether to take the stairs or the fire escape, a loud rap on the front door. Everyone froze.

Ji-ji shoved Afarra behind her. Norville drew his gun.

More knocking on the front door at the bottom of the stairs: TA-ta-ta-TA-TA! TA-TA!

“S’okay,” Norville said. He holstered his weapon. “It’s the secret knock.”

“You’re joking!” Lucky said. “Everyone knows that knock. It’s a bloody cliché.”

But Norville had already exited through the inner door and hurried down the stairs. Seconds later, he ushered a man upstairs.

“What the fuck is he doing here?” Lucky exclaimed.

The man extended his hand to Ji-ji. “You must be the Existential,” he said. He took Ji-ji’s hand in his and kissed it. “It’s an honor. Name’s Todd Wiffer, but my friends call me Wiffy.”

“How long’ve you been spying on me?” Lucky cried.

Afarra scooped Circus off the floor to protect him and stepped in front of her sister. “You do NOT take Elly!” she yelled. “I fight you if you do it!”

Norville interposed himself between Wiffy and Afarra. “Hey!” he said. “Calm down, Afarra. Wiffy’s on our side. Been keeping an eye on Lucky here.”

Afarra, unrepentant, growled at Wiffy as Lucky grabbed Bloody Feline.

Norville blocked the door. “Oh no you don’t, Lucky. That cat’s vicious.”

“She’ll be in her travel cage,” Lucky said. “We don’t know how long we’ll be gone.”

“No way we’re taking that vicious beast,” Norville told him. “She’s a liability. Sorry.”

Afarra lobbied for the cat, but Norville ignored her pleas.

“Lucky, I’m sorry. But if we don’t get outta here, Jellybean’ll get picked. Afarra too.”

Lucky brushed his hand over his eyes. “You’re right. Sorry. Tonight’s been crazy.” Ji-ji winced at the description. “Just let me leave some food for her. If I open the window in the back, she can get out and hunt.” He ran to the cupboard above the stove and pulled out cans of cat food. “Where’s the bloody can opener?” he cried.

“Okay, okay,” Wiffy said. “Guilt trip’s over, man. You win. I’ll take her.”

Lucky rubbed his hand over his eyes again, as if they were itchy. “You will?”

“Hand her over, man, ’fore I change my mind.”

Lucky suggested they put her in her travel cage. “She’s sensitive,” he said.

“Meaning she’ll claw your eyes out,” Norville told him.

The group paused at the door while Wiffy peered outside to check that the coast was clear. Charlie was waiting by the car. She approached them as they stood at the doorway. “Where we going this time?” she asked. She sounded irritated.

Lucky and Norville answered at the same time. “North of the river” was Lucky’s answer.

Norville shocked them when he said, “Out of the country.”

“What are you talking about?” Lucky said. “You only just arrived.”

Norville glanced over at Afarra. Ji-ji could tell he didn’t want to disclose too much. “It’s not safe here. We need to get a whole helluva lot of distance between us an’ those bastards.”

“I’m telling you,” Lucky said. “You’re overreacting. No way they’d know—”

“Are we headed back to the E.S.S.?” Ji-ji asked, fearfully.

“No E.S.S.,” Afarra said. She hadn’t moved from the protection of the hallway. “The Eyes are saying, ‘Too trafficky.’”

“Don’t worry, girlie-girl,” Norville said. “The E.S.S. is off the agenda.” He looked at Lucky. “Time to see if you an’ the Existential are right. We’re heading to—”

“Liberia!” Ji-ji cried. “We’re going to the Cradle!”

“Bingo,” Norville said. “God only knows what waits for us there. Guess we’ll find out.” He started to guide them toward the car.

“C’mon, climb in. Let’s get outta here before—”

The phrase “sitting ducks” popped into Ji-ji’s head.

“Hey, Norville! Lucky!” Wiffy called out. The two men turned. “Got a message for you dusky lovers from my sponsor. Long live the Found Cause.” He had a gun in his hand.

Sitting ducks, Ji-ji thought again.

Norville leapt in front of Lucky as Todd Wiffy fired.

Bloody Feline shoved a paw through the cage and clawed the gunman as he was about to shoot again. Wiffy swore, flung the cage down. He aimed his gun at Lucky.

Another gunshot. Lucky!

At that instant, as Wiffy’s body fell, Ji-ji remembered the gun on the dresser in the bedroom. It wasn’t Lucky who’d been hit. Afarra had shot the man who’d shot their friend.

Wiffer, still in Lucky’s doorway, toppled forward and landed face down on the pavement. The back of his head was sheared off. Behind him, Afarra stood with Lucky’s gun clutched in her hands.

Somehow, Bloody Feline escaped from her cage. With a yowl, she took off into the night.

Norville lay in a pool of blood on the pavement. Charlie bent over him.

Lucky checked to see if Wiffy was dead. Yes, he was.

Gently, Ji-ji eased the gun from Afarra’s hands.

They loaded Norville into the front passenger seat, strapped him in. He moaned. He was still alive! Afarra wailed, “Norville! Norville! Norville!” Ji-ji thought she saw Velp’s terrified face in the window of the dry cleaners, but she couldn’t be sure.

Charlie jammed her foot on the accelerator. Lucky grabbed the gun from Ji-ji while Afarra reached forward, patted Norville’s head, and sobbed.

As they sped away, Norville groaned once and fell forward as far as the seat belt allowed.

Lucky reached over and pulled his friend into a sitting position. “Don’t look,” he said. Afarra closed her eyes; Ji-ji didn’t. “He’s gone,” Lucky told them.

“There’s an abandoned warehouse near here. We toss the body there,” Charlie said.

“No toss the body!” Afarra cried.

Charlie snapped at her: “We ride with a bloody corpse in the car and we’ll never get past the checkpoints. We’ve got to get you out of here. With any luck, that shitface back there is the only one who knew you’re headed to Liberia. If not … Let’s not think about if not.”

Lucky’s voice caught in his throat. “He was kind to me. I never told him that.”

Charlie spoke more gently: “He wouldn’t give a damn what you did to his body, Lucky, if it kept you all safe. You know I’m right.”

Later, after Lucky and Charlie had hidden Norville’s body behind a dumpster adjacent to an abandoned warehouse, Afarra spoke for the first time in a while. “I am killing him,” she said.

Ji-ji took her hand in hers and stroked it. “You did the right thing. You saved our lives.”

“Okay,” Afarra said. She sounded far away. “You think I will see Norville with the Dimmer tribe?”

“Do you want to see him?” Ji-ji asked.

“Only if the bullet holes is gone. An’ the blood too. An’ the eyes staring. An’ only if his hair is pretty like before. An’ I sleep now.” A few seconds later, she was fast asleep.

“She always like that?” Charlie asked.

“Like what?” Ji-ji asked.

“Different. Childlike. Don’t take offense. I don’t mean anything by it. She saved us all.”

“Sitting ducks,” Ji-ji murmured. “We were sitting ducks.”

Lucky, who’d taken Norville’s place in the front passenger seat after he’d wiped off most of the blood, swiveled around and took Ji-ji’s hand. “It’ll be okay,” he said. “I’ll protect you and Afarra. Circus too. We’ll make it.”

Ji-ji knew that promises like Lucky’s were impossible to keep, but for his sake, she pretended they weren’t. She put her arms around her sister and watched the city zoom past.

“Norville,” Ji-ji whispered, “wherever you may be, thank you, my friend.”

Over a great divide, words came to her. Ji-ji didn’t know whether the divide was distance, difference, or death. All three perhaps?

“Time to return to the Cradle,” the words said. Yes it is, Ji-ji thought, with the weariness and yearning of a Flying African. Time to fly home.







PART TWO
RISING








18 OUR MOTHER, WHICH ART THE CRADLE


She’d arrived in her mother’s homeland. They’d made it to Africa, the place Toteppi called the Cradle, the land Silapu dreamed of returning to her whole life. From this magical place where vegetation could reclaim the land from cultivation so fast it took your breath away, Silapu had been kidnapped as a young girl. She’d died in captivity on the prison side of Planting 437’s electrified fence, in the arms of a man who held her more obdurately than the bars of a cage.

Despite the grief Ji-ji carried, when she stepped off the plane in Monrovia into the shocking sauna of West African humidity, she spoke with reverence to the place that was as much maternal to her as it was geographical. “I’ve come back to you, Mother,” she murmured.

Ji-ji saw Silapu in the graceful movement of palm fronds silhouetted against a papaya sunrise; she heard her mother’s melodic expressions in the mouths of local people. On that first night, Silapu called to her daughter in a chorus of contrapuntal insects, more cacophonous than any Ji-ji could remember hearing in the Disunited States. At last, Ji-ji understood the prayer her kidnapped mother used to recite on the occasions when she wasn’t high, or suicidal, or beaten. The Toteppi version of the Lord’s Prayer. A raised fist of rebellion.

She’d always wished she could have known Silapu back then, before she was fractured by trauma. And now, at last, she felt as if she did. Several times, when the light was just right, Ji-ji fancied she saw her mother walk, unbowed, through the sweet self of the bush.



“I call it my Zombie Brew,” Major Titus Greene said, as he poured steaming coffee into three china cups he’d retrieved from a chest near his military folding bed. He spoke loudly to combat the monsoon rain that beat down upon the heavy canvas tent in the field headquarters for the Liberian Liberators, sworn allies of the Friends of Freedom. The major’s freshly pressed fatigues and sturdy army boots contrasted with the improvised outfits worn by most of the other fighters in the camp, many of whom looked to be in their teens, or even younger. A short, broad-shouldered man, not much taller than Ji-ji, the major spoke with a jovial authority which suggested, however hard you tried, you couldn’t spoil his day.

“This brew has taken years to master,” Greene told them. “I reserve it only for my most honored guests. A concoction strong enough to wake the dead. What Prophet Dreg promised. Is it not so? A zombie reckoning by our lynched brethren.”

The major lamented the ever-more-unreliable monsoon season, unnaturally long for years. A longer season wasn’t all bad, he told them. The Liberators purchased state-of-the-art filtering barrels from Ghana to catch and enrich the rainwater. “None of my fighters have come down with waterborne diseases this year. Like the great Toteppi wizard, a good commander peers into the future and plans accordingly.”

Ji-ji knew that the courtesy extended to her and Afarra was due to the major’s suspicion that she was the famous Wingchild. Several times, she’d caught him staring at her ordinary-looking back and seen disappointment cloud his expression. When it came to hospitality, however, Titus Greene had his limits. So far, it hadn’t extended beyond Ji-ji, Afarra, and Circus the Pomeranian. Soon after their arrival at his camp two days earlier, Greene had taken an instant dislike to Lucky. In answer to the Englishman’s question, Greene had refused to say whether the information shared with them by the Friends in Monrovia—that Amadeus Nelson was serving in his company—was correct. He’d made a show of consulting the various rosters to see if they would “jog his memory.” After his lieutenant, in a desire to be helpful, reminded him that Captain Nelson was “certainly” a member of his special forces, Greene was obliged to admit that a man by that name was away on a classified mission, though whether it was the same man they searched for the major couldn’t say. When Lucky demanded to know how many Black American Amadeus Nelson served in his special forces, Greene hadn’t missed a beat. “Who can say? My fighters adopt pseudonyms to hide their identity. It is not the same here in Liberia as it is in the West. We must keep ourselves a secret—is it not so?” Greene had looked so pointedly at Ji-ji she’d been forced to lower her eyes and stare at her muddy sneakers.

But this afternoon, following forty frustrating hours in the camp during which time the major had mostly ignored them, Greene had gone out of his way to make his guests feel pampered, though unfortunately his hostility toward Lucky had only intensified.

“I like to infuse a little civilization into the bush, yes?” he said. “These cups are Royal Doulton. Fit for anyone, however ordinary or special they may be. And this brew of mine is very potent. White Americans find it too potent, I think.” He smiled at Lucky.

“I’m not American,” Lucky informed him, coldly.

“Likewise the fairskin British,” the major said, “who are also unaccustomed to such potency. Strong black coffee is reserved for strong Black folk—a saying I myself came up with. The thing is, Mr. Lucas, our dream is not as colorful as the dream in your Wizard of Oz. Our dream is in black and white, like our own Oziadhee wizard prophesied—yes?”

“What the hell is your problem, man?” Lucky asked.

“No problem at all. But mark my words, Mr. Lucas. Black people are tired of the White Wizard hiding behind the curtain whose tricks have grown stale. Time for a new dream to emerge. You know what scholars say Oziadhee means in Totepp? The Eye Who Remembers.”

Major Greene addressed his female guests: “No doubt you ladies will have the requisite fortitude to enjoy this offering. Like Dregulahmo, whose roots extend from the New World to the old, you fierce Black females are also members of the tribe. You are also Rememberers. Here. Try my Zombie Brew and slip into paradise. I insist.” Major Greene presented the cup of steaming coffee to Ji-ji as if it were a chalice. She hesitated. Was this his sinister way of telling them his concoction was lethal? Too late. Afarra was gulping down the drink he’d offered to her.

“Sip it slowly,” Greene warned. “I grind these rare beans myself. They cost an arm and a leg. Other body parts must be thrown in to meet the outlandish price.” He laughed. “Everyone must indulge themselves occasionally, even in the heart of the bush. The British would understand this. Is that not so, Mr. Lucas? How often have the English indulged themselves throughout history? Grown fat on the backs of natives while they penetrated deep into our bush.”

Before Lucky could respond to the major’s insult, one of Greene’s many lieutenants entered and whispered something in the major’s ear.

“Alas, duty calls,” Greene lamented. “Alexander the Great said it best: ‘Toil and risk are the price of glory.’” He hurried away.

A short time later, having first checked to make sure they were alone, Lucky railed against their host. “Why would Nelson get mixed up with a man like that? How do we know he hasn’t done away with the Dream Master, or sent him on some doomed mission so someone else can get rid of him?” Lucky saw he’d upset her and backed off a little. “Okay—maybe not something as dramatic as murder. I’m-a-God can take care of himself. But Greene certainly doesn’t want us to find him. Titus the Garrulous has been stringing us along for two days. Why? What’s in it for him? I’ll tell you. A bounty, that’s what.”

“I’m not so sure,” Ji-ji said. “The Friends in Monrovia alerted him we were coming, but it looks like they didn’t tell him much. He’s fishing. Till he knows if I’m the one who flew the Dream, he doesn’t want to disclose much. If we want more info, I may have to confirm his suspicions an’ unfurl for him. Did the trick with Dr. Chen.”

“The hell you will!” Lucky declared.

Afarra looked up from where she sat on the ground with Circus. Ji-ji reassured her they were joking around with each other. When Lucky spoke again, he remembered to speak softly.

“You’re not unfurling. It’s too risky. We’re out here in the middle of nowhere—”

“It’s not your call,” Ji-ji stated, more angrily than she’d intended. “The longer we stay here waiting for news the more likely it is someone will find us.”

Lucky shook his head. “Titus Greene can’t be trusted. I’ve known men like him. If they don’t get their way, someone always pays. And it’s never them, believe me.”

Ji-ji didn’t bother to argue. Experience had taught her how much energy women wasted if they tried to intervene between two men who were deeply antagonistic toward each other. God knows she wasn’t itching to get back on the road. But Lucky could be right about Greene, which meant staying put could turn out to be the riskiest bet of all. The camp was nestled in the wildest, most inaccessible region of the Northern Highlands of Liberia, not far from the border with Sierra Leone, in the newly formed West African Freedom Alliance. It was filled with men, women, and child soldiers, all of whom were curious about the strangers in their midst. A pair of young female soldiers, who couldn’t be older than thirteen, had barged into the tent yesterday and demanded that she and Afarra carry them back to America. When Ji-ji told them the Disunited States was a mess, they said of course they knew that was true for the Homestead Territories, but the SuperStates were like heaven. Everyone had bathrooms that flushed and power that stayed on. Afarra had broken her silence to correct them. “It is cages over there in the Disuniteds. Very sorrowful for Vikings in particular. So we fly the coop like the chicken and go to the moon.” The girls giggled behind their hands and said they’d never heard of chickens going to the moon. “It is a secret. That’s why,” Afarra told them. The girls gave up after that.

Several women in colorful batik clothing, shielded by soldiers with oversized umbrellas, entered the major’s tent with food: loaves of warm, fresh-baked bread, meat sticks infused with lime and peppers, thick wedges of lime cake, and local bottled beer. The women were called “wives” by the soldiers—though Ji-ji wondered if this innocuous term masked the true nature of the relationship. Her head buzzing from the major’s possibly toxic brew, Ji-ji turned her attention to Afarra, who’d eaten next to nothing since they got here. Intent on feeding Circus, Afarra refused food at first. But when Ji-ji reminded her she needed to keep her strength up for Circus’ sake, she accepted a slice of cake.

Too softly for Afarra to hear, Lucky said, “She okay? She’s hardly said a word since all that shit went down. Hasn’t eaten much of anything either.”

“She’s processing,” Ji-ji replied. “She has her own way of coping with things. She was real fond of N. We should keep an eye on her.”

“We should keep an eye on a lot of things, if you ask me.”

A little while later Lucky said, “If he won’t tell us where Amadeus is today, we cut our losses and take off. We’ve got a driver ready to head out soon as we give him the word.”

“Head out where?” Ji-ji asked. “We can’t survive on our own in the bush.”

“Conte knows the bush like the back of his hand.”

“But he doesn’t know where to find Amadeus. Neither do we. If the major doesn’t tell us where he is, we need to head back to Monrovia an’ wait to hear from Amadeus.”

“What? No way we’re heading back. Took three days to get up to the highlands. Made it up here by the skin of our teeth.”

She had to admit Lucky was right about their ride upcountry. Some roads were virtually impassable after flooding rains. A bridge they drove over was partially washed out—something Ibrahim Conte, their Liberian driver, skilled though he was, didn’t see in the pitch darkness. They slid to a halt less than a foot away from catastrophe and had to back up fast. Ibrahim said it would be suicide to travel farther in the dark. They’d slept in the Jeep that night, grateful for the shelter it provided but terrified of being ambushed by pickers. At dawn, they’d found another route to take. But the delay added nearly a full day to their journey. The Friends of Freedom in Monrovia had begged them not to journey upcountry till a well-trained contingent of fighters could accompany them. But aware of how thoroughly the Friends had been infiltrated, they’d opted to ignore their warnings. Nor did they share the news about the stunning discovery Amadeus may have made. The fewer people who knew about that the better. They wouldn’t have admitted Ji-ji was the Wingchild if two of the Friends hadn’t already guessed who she was. Which meant if there was a parrot among them, they didn’t have much time.

They borrowed the only working vehicle the Friends could spare—a Jeep with almost no suspension but with one unbroken headlight and a purportedly refurbished engine. They had one spare tire. If they got two flats—a good bet given the state of the roads—they were done for.

During their journey, Ibrahim explained how bad the situation had become in the country. Overwhelmed by the steady influx of pickers from the Homestead Territories—more pickers than they’d ever seen before—the Liberian Liberators, one of the oldest and most revered bands of Freedom fighters in the world, found themselves at a severe disadvantage. People were being loaded onto transport planes, cargo ships, and truck convoys more frequently than ever before. Liberian fighters had sustained devastating casualties in the past few months as pickers armed with the latest weapons swarmed upcountry and took what they wanted. Corrupt officials and paramount chiefs pocketed bribes.

“At least the rain is starting to let up,” Ji-ji said, as she picked off another pepper-and-lime-infused hunk of goat meat from its wooden skewer. “This is delicious.”

“The cake is also most delicious,” Afarra said, out of the blue. “Very sugary.”

Afarra had been warned by the Friends in Monrovia not to wear the wizard’s necklace, which could command a high price if thieves realized it was genuine. Every so often, she stuffed her hand in her pocket to make sure the wizard’s Seeing Eyes were still there. While Afarra was occupied in sharing the cake with Circus, Ji-ji asked Lucky something that had been preying on her mind. She avoided any mention of Norville’s full name.

“Back at your flat, what were you whispering about when I came into the room?”

Lucky looked away. “He said he’d heard some things.”

“What things?”

“Said Friends in the E.S.S. suspected I was being spied on at Wag the Royal Tail, a pub I go to sometimes. Said I shouldn’t hang out there anymore. But he didn’t have any hard evidence, so I didn’t believe him. Turned out he was right. Todd Wiffer—the guy who—” Lucky broke off to glance at Afarra. Satisfied she hadn’t heard him, he went on. “Wiffy was a friend of mine. More of an acquaintance, really. Been worming his way into my confidence for months under the guise of needing money. Who would suspect Wiffy? No one. Bloke was a tosser. Turns out, he was a whole lot smarter than I was, that’s for sure.”

“Why didn’t you say something? We could’ve taken off to somewhere safe before—”

She broke off when Lucky shrugged. It wasn’t his usual I-don’t-give-a-damn shrug. This one was heartbreaking.

“Thought he was being paranoid the way those security blokes are. I thought…”

“What?”

“I thought his warning was a cover for something else.”

Ji-ji was thoroughly confused. “I don’t get it. Cover for what?”

“I thought he was casting aspersions on my flat. Like he did about the lack of exits and Bloody Feline. Thought the spy thing was an excuse not to stay there.”

“What is it with you and your flat?”

“Dunno,” he said. He saw his response didn’t cut it and tried again.

“Not sure why I gave a damn what you all thought. I suppose it’s cos Americans are all about big. Big this, big that. I suppose we’ve all got complexes about something.”

“I wish you’d told me about all this. We could’ve thought it through together.”

Lucky snapped at her: “Think I don’t know I’m responsible for what went down?”

She tried to take his hand. When he snatched it away, it felt as if he’d slapped her.

They sat and listened to the rain ease up outside. Nervously, Lucky wrung his hands.

“Think he knew?” Lucky asked.

“Knew what?” she asked.

“That Wiffy’s shot was fatal and he only had a minute or two left? Stupid question.”

“No, it’s not. I’ve wondered what I’ll say when my time is up. Guess I hope I’ll be like Mam, y’know? Say something that matters … the way she did.”

Lucky nodded. “He was the closest person I had to a living relative. Like a favorite uncle or something. When Rachel found herself in a tight spot, he rode to the rescue. He never let you down. I miss him.”

She hadn’t realized how close the two of them were. For years, whenever they were in terrifying situations, Lucky was the one in charge. Now, things were different. Equal. Ji-ji dug around in her brain for the right words.

“Rain like this always takes me back to that awful night on the prison side of the fence. How you climbed back over the fence an’ got me out when I couldn’t move. Carried me for miles through the storm after Dip ran off. Can’t blame her. She must’ve been terrified. But you stayed. It was very brave what you did.”

Lucky’s blond hair was growing longer. It curled around his ear and brushed his shoulder. He hadn’t shaved in days. Blond stubble on his jaw. It still surprised her that he wasn’t aware of how attracted women were to him. Several females in the camp worked hard to get his attention, but he didn’t seem to notice. “Yeah,” he said. “I bet the old guy would’ve had something to say at the end. Boss us around some more maybe.”

She smiled. “Or could be he didn’t need to say anything cos he let his actions speak for him when he saved us.” The second it came out of her mouth Ji-ji wanted to take it back.

Beside her, Lucky tensed up. She imagined the horrific images of the people he couldn’t save scrolling in his head: Rachel, the beloved sister who drowned in front of his eyes; the pitiful boy in the mule ears he’d been forced to lynch; Zyla, murdered by Lotter and Casper, his henchman; and Norville, shot by a man Lucky never once suspected of being a traitor. And these were only the ones she knew about.

She struggled to find words to comfort him. “The other night you said I shouldn’t drag the weight of the world around with me. How come you can’t say the same thing to yourself?”

“Beats me, Jellybean. We Englishmen have got hang-ups to hang our hang-ups on. The major would say it stems from being corrupt rulers of an Empire we deserved to lose. It meant something,” he added.

“What did?” she asked, with trepidation.

“What happened. With you an’ me in London. You were amazing, Existential.”

It was the first time he’d said anything about their night together. Just like that, her embarrassment evaporated. No regrets. One less weight for them to carry.

“An encore would be fine,” he added. “If you’re up to it, that is. I think…”

“What?” she asked.

“I think it’s like our bodies understand each other. That night we fit just right. No words needed. Just … just being together, that’s all.”

Ji-ji couldn’t think of what to say in response, so she settled for avoidance. “Listen. The rain. It’s stopping.” A trickle, then a few drops, then nothing. The moist smell of the good earth after rain.

They heard it at the same time. A deep, sonorous voice echoed through the camp.

“You’re lucky I don’t strangle you with my bare hands!”

The three of them jumped up and tore out of the tent, Circus hot on their heels.

A few yards away beside the shower tents, Amadeus Nelson towered over the major. The two men were surrounded by a group of bedraggled teenagers. Two women with small children in their arms stood on the outskirts of the group.

“Amadeus!” Ji-ji cried.

The Dream Master looked in her direction. As soon as he saw her, he let out a laugh that spiraled up into the sky. He rushed over to where she stood and lifted her off her feet as he yelled in amazement. “How come you’re here?”

Only when he put her down and went to embrace Afarra did Ji-ji spot the person at the back of the group who carried a teenage boy in his arms.

Beside her, Lucky murmured, “Oh shit.”

“TIRO!” Afarra screamed. She sprinted toward him.

Amadeus laughed again. “It’s the Pterodactyl all right. I’m telling you, Ji-ji, your fly-boy saved my ass. The kid he’s carrying with the stupid grin on his face goes by Hero the Great. Tiro carried him most of the way back. Hey, Hero! Those are my boots, okay? I want ’em back.”

Hero the Great shook his head defiantly and called back: “Mine now, Captain Nelson. I never give up to anyone these fine-fine boots.”

The minute Tiro handed Hero off to one of the soldiers, Afarra flung herself into him and didn’t let go. As Tiro embraced her, he smiled over at Ji-ji.

“When did Flight Boy get here?” Lucky asked.

“In the nick of time,” Amadeus said. “When I was about to get my head blown off.”

“He still using?” Lucky asked.

“Guess that’s the type of question you’d want to ask a man directly,” Amadeus replied.

When Lucky didn’t say anything, Amadeus added, “And if I were you, I wouldn’t call him Flight Boy. He’s got enough to deal with at the moment—” The Dream Master broke off. Lucky had already walked away.

Titus came up behind his captain and gave him a friendly smack on the shoulder. Amadeus warned him to keep his hands to himself if he wanted to keep them. Titus laughed. As his soldiers came to congratulate the captain on his safe return, Greene leaned toward Ji-ji and said, “I see now why we are even more honored to have you as our guest. Your secret is safe with me. I hope you will grace me with a short flight later on. In private, of course.”

The major stepped away and addressed his followers. “These heroes’ safe return calls for a grand celebration!” He turned to his lieutenant. “Kill a goat, Mohammed! A fat one.”

“There is no fat one, Major Greene,” the lieutenant, a literal man, informed him. “They are all skinny and bones.”

His commander, though clearly peeved, was undeterred. “The fattest one there is then, Lieutenant. And find some fresh palm wine for our feast. We must rejoice. Captain Nelson, Tiro—who is Dregulahmo’s own nephew—and God’s Special Forces have all returned to us!”

After the soldiers departed to prepare for the feast, Amadeus assured the major he still intended to strangle him for sending him on such a dangerous mission with a half dozen kids.

Greene waved him off good-naturedly. “Of course, my friend. But here in Liberia it is not our custom to throttle one’s host before a feast. I entreat you to do it afterward so I can savor the skinny goat. Besides, am I not the one who sent the famous Pterodactyl to save your ass?”

Amadeus swore at him, but Greene only laughed and hurried off.

As his exhausted special forces traipsed into the shower tents, Amadeus caught Ji-ji by the elbow and steered her away from the others. “I see Lucky got my message,” he said. “Cryday told me to send it to him if I couldn’t reach her. Where the hell is she? She know you’re here?”

“It’s a long story,” Ji-ji replied.

He studied her face. “And a difficult one by the looks of it,” he said.

“We lost a friend. Lucky’s friend. A brave man who risked his life to get us here. Name was Norville. He was a Viking—sort of. After you get some rest, we’ll catch up.”

Amadeus patted her on the shoulder. “Sounds good. I’m sorry you lost the Viking, but I’m glad you’re here. See the two little ones the mothers carry, over there by the palm tree? Tiro says their backs look like yours before you sprouted. Anyone seen you unfurl?”

“No. But Major Greene just told me he knows who I am now. Wants me to fly for him.”

“I bet he does. Don’t be fooled by Titus. He’s a complicated man. The jury’s out about whether we can trust him. Most of his family were taken during a raid ten years ago. Don’t let anyone else know who you are. It’s not safe. The bush is swarming with pickers.”

“Are there others apart from these two little ones? Others who are grown. Like me?”

“Don’t know yet. That’s what we need to do next. Find the elusive tribe.”

The Bird tribe, she thought. My tribe.

Softly, Amadeus said, “Life has taught me not to count my chickens before they’re hatched. But I’ve got this feeling the wizard was right. Maybe the wheel has finally turned.” Then, in a shockingly tender gesture from a man who kept his emotions under wraps, he grasped her head in his hands and rested his broad forehead on hers. It could have felt awkward—ridiculous even. But it didn’t. Instinctively, she knew what he was about to say.

Together, the Dream Master and the Wingchild—both damaged, both disillusioned yet still daring to hope—whispered the five sacred words Toteppi know by heart: “Time to wake the dream.”






19 A BIRD IN THE HAND


Away from the hustle-bustle of Major Greene’s camp, there’s space for Afarra to think. The residents hiding in the shadows of unfamiliar trees and plants welcome her like old friends. For the first time in a while, danger isn’t rushing toward her with its mouth wide open.

The Liberator Freedom fighters are Friends of Freedom like her. They go on raids to liberate the kidnapped and shoot to kill. Does it haunt them? Who knows. Many are younger than she is. They sling their rifles over their shoulders and call themselves by names they would be whipped for on a planting—names like Queen of Sheba, Smash-n-Burn, Unbeatable, Confidence, and Cheeky Boy. In Cradle-Africa, Black is plenty and prideful. Afarra likes this, but it’s quiet she needs right now. “Take a deep breath,” Zyla used to say. “It will calm you.” Afarra takes a deep breath and breathes in the eclectic scents of the bush.

She doesn’t need to see the sproutings on their backs to know that the two children asleep in their mothers’ arms are Wingchildren. She tells Circus, “I been waiting for the little birds to join.” She feels their mams’ fear as only a Serverseed outcast like her can feel it—as a desperate ache in her marrowbone. She wants to tell the mothers of the Wingchildren not to worry, like she used to tell Ji-ji’s mam. But it didn’t work on the planting, and it won’t work here, not when being a mother is the riskiest thing to be in this world. Afarra knows this cos she’s a mother to Circus. But she keeps her trap shut before someone shuts it for her.

After their escape from London, words peek out then slip down her throat. She spoke a few sentences to Tiro cos she forgot to think about it before she said something. Immediately afterward she circled back into silence. When she sees Tiro, she wants to say, “I’m a murderer now for certain,” in hopes he’ll say what Tulip Rogerseed told her—that murdering is collateral damage in a world as screwed up as this one. Only Tulip didn’t use the word collateral, so how come she is using it now? The wizard in her head, that’s why.

After she sees Tiro, all of sudden guilt grabs her again and she is runningrunningrunning. And here she is in the bush. Alone with Circus.

“We tell no one about the two little birds, understand?” Afarra says to Circus, who is listening like he always does—pretty head cocked to one side, paying attention to every word. “I promise to Elly an’ Lucky an’ Tiro an’ the Dream Master, we tell no one. A secret meant to keep.” She is ready to protect the little ones. Circus will be ready to protect soon as he’s puffed himself up with confidence thoughts.

Sometimes, Afarra thinks, the most peacefulest place in the world is alone with Circus.

Tiro being here is a future come to pass that the wizard’s Eyes did not foresee. She’s glad they don’t foresee everything. “More things are too sorrowful to foresee, Circus.” How would she cope in a world filled with so much dread?

For the first time in a long time, the three Necessaries are together. A happy surprise if Tiro can stay clean. Rejoice! the bush commands.

“Hold your horses—I am doing it,” Afarra says. She explains things to Circus: “The reason why I take Lucky’s gun to kill is this. I see it resting there all perky in the guest room. The gun orders me to grab it. At the door, I stand behind Wiffy when Wiffy’s back is roaring HATE!HATE! Very loud an’ angry. Backs is important, Circus. You gotta watch ’em.” (Circus agrees cos he was there when she homicided Wiffy.)

Afarra can read men’s backs, hands, and eyes when they stare at her boobs or her crotch. “This is how I know Wiffy wants to shoot us to death when we leave Lucky’s luxury home with the staircase, an’ the comfy-cozy sofa, an’ Bloody Feline, the nice cat we love so much.”

She can’t understand why Lucky’s fidgety hands tell her he is embarrassed about his luxury flat. His fingers say something else now. They tell her he misses Norville. Circles of sorrow span out around Lucky as if he’s a sad stone cast into a lake, and the rippling out is his purple grieving pain. Afarra hurls accusations at herself. She balls up her fist and punches her own cheek till Circus pleads with her to stop. But here is the problem: she didn’t shoot fast enough. Why is she too late when the gun is in her hand the whole time? Why does she wait till after Wiffy shoots Norville? “Why I not jump the gun an’ save him, Circus?” she wails.

“Before I murder Wiffy, I am thinking ‘to jump the gun’ means to jump over the gun, like you jump over the broom on a planting when a father-man gives his seeds a mating slip. But it means you gotta do something big before something else happens. And here’s how I know Wiffy is wanting to shoot us to death. His back goes like this.” She stiffens her back.

“Something sticks in my craw, Circus.” She doesn’t know where her craw is, but she knows it can choke you like a chicken bone.

Circus cocks his head again to say, What sticks in your craw, Mam? He begins to call her Mam ever since they fly up over the trees with Elly.

“What sticks in my craw is the name. Wiffy is one of the nicest names I hear in a long time. Not a name for a big bastard, an’ not a name to kill. But I shoot him dead cos the gun yells, ‘SHOOT!’ Like in the Dream Coop when I don’t shoot cos a voice says, ‘No, child.’”

She returns to the scene of the crime in London. She hears the thud of Wiffy’s body as it slams down face-first in Lucky’s doorway. To get out she has to leap over his bloody corpse.

“You think Wiffy looks like a Wiffy? I don’t. His name should be Chaff Man Black Hood, or Cropmaster Herring, or Vanguard Casper, or some such ugly pokepoke name.”

Being an animal whisperer has its advantages. For example, she isn’t scared of the bush even though she should be scareder than she was among the traffic in the building-forest city of New York. But she isn’t scared one iota. “Not one iota!” she proclaims out loud for the bush to hear, cos the word iota isn’t scared either. After Zyla used that chewy word in D.C., Afarra gobbled it up. And now she’s yanked it out like a tooth at exactly the right time.

She shoves her hands in her pocket, fingers the painted wooden Eyes of his necklace, and swerves into a new scenario. She’s pulling out all of Wiffy’s teeth with Casper’s penalty pliers—for teeth and fingernails and such. Suddenly, it’s Sloppy’s face she sees. Sloppy said Casper used pliers on her twice. Once for a rotten tooth when he didn’t want to spend a dozen seedchips at the seed clinic to have the tooth pulled right, and once to pull out a fingernail after she pissed him off by using her wide vocabulary. Sloppy confessed this as she stood in the planting kitchen where they worked as kitchen-seeds. A rare time when she spoke at length to an outcast.

Maybe cos Afarra was the only one in the kitchen, Sloppy—bristling with anger as usual—was deep into abusing a potato cos nothing else was handy. Peel flung right and left as she wielded the peeler like a weapon. “Hurt like hell when Casper clamps down on my rotten tooth,” Sloppy admits. “But I didn’t scream or nothin. I just looked at him, unblinking. Bastard thought I was possessed. I cackled like a loon. Casper nearly pissed himself.”

The last female in the world Afarra wants to think about is Sloppy Delilah Moon, but the Eyes don’t listen. Sloppy stands before her, taunting and terrible, brandishing a peeler. “I’m off!” Sloppy cries. “Got teeth to yank.” Then poof! The bush swallows her.

Where did that come from? Afarra thinks. “Who the hell knows, girlie-girl” is what the Viking would say (if she’d had her wits about her and shot Wiffy in time). Weeks before Norville is murdered, Elly tells her there are no more Vikings in the world. How come Elly knows that before he’s even dead is what Afarra wants to know. Does Elly see the path ahead too? A heavy weight to carry if you’re too slow to pull the trigger even though you’re gripping a bigass gun in your hands so hard it makes your fingers scream.

Too much to think about. She turns to her surroundings for comfort. The bush vibrates with unexpecteds. A monkey here and there, a rustle-rustle now and then. But it’s nothing like the skyscraping forest in New York. The bush is a peacefulness all her own; its lullabies don’t sting. Afarra pleads with the monkeys to come down from the treetops and sit in her lap so she can stroke their fur. So far, nothing. But every so often, she tries to coax one down. She doesn’t speak much monkey, but she can do their screeches and the huffypuff-puff sound they make in their throats. But could be Circus would freak out if a big old monkey planted himself in her lap, so on second thoughts she stops speaking monkey. She likes how creatures call out in chattery voices and slinky voices and giggly voices, and she likes how she fits into her surroundings. She holds out her hand and it’s like it fades into the bush till even her fingers disappear.

The bush is afar from everything she’s ever known since pickers snatched her from the Cradle when she was very small. For a moment she’s back there—legs too short to run, her mam screaming cos they snatch her too. She doesn’t know if it’s her mam screaming cos screaming is very popular. It happens everywhere and often. Not good to think about. Another page to turn.

Tiro is today’s big surprise. Not mended yet but gathering the pieces. She likes the way he holds Hero the Great in his arms. A happy weight to carry.

Afarra takes the Eyes out of her pocket and lets them look around. She’s scared of what they see and scareder of not seeing it. But she can prep herself if castastrophe’s on the menu.

“Don’t take the wizard’s Eyes out,” Lucky tells her. “Too dangerous.” So she’s come here in secret to check on the Viking. If he’s there with the Dimmer-dead, the Eyes can help her see through the HereandNow. She wants to tell him not to be afraid. She’s never seen a White man with the tribe before, but maybe they let fairskins join to sweep away the Lonely or give them a leg up when it comes to vengeance. She thinks of Norville alone in the Long Lonely. He dies so quick she doesn’t have time to say how nice his hair is when you pat it.

In the split second before she figures out she’s seeing him, he’s standing in front of her.

Whoa! Not the Viking. Him. The wizard.

“Uncle Dreg-Dim,” she says. “It was the Viking I am calling. His name is Norville Einar. Do you know him? His hair is looking wet, but when you pat it, it is stiff like those meringues Elly made with magic in the planting kitchen. It’s called hair gel—what he uses to keep his hair battle ready. Vikings are very fierce warriors. You seen a hardheaded Viking anywhere?”

Uncle Dreg-Dim shakes his head no. Hair sifts down from the dead wizard’s head in spirals of dust motes. “Cos I’m looking for him,” she adds—the hint he doesn’t take.

Uncle Dreg-Dim stares at her like a ghoul. Appropriate under the circumstances, the wizard says, without opening his mouth. He’s making a joke, but she’s listening too hard to smile. Then he adds without saying it—Three birds sit together in the tree, but they will not fly together to the moon. This makes Afarra mad as hell. Too squirmy-riddle-y. Her brain will have to somersault to unwind it. She will get a headache.

Maybe cos he’s old and cos he died a while ago, Uncle Dreg-Dim’s voice sounds raspy-croaky, like leaves underfoot in the fall, or frogs on a pond, or paper when you scrunch it up in your hand cos it drives you crazy trying to read the squiggles and you’re not as good at patience as you used to be. No choice. She’s gotta solve it. Some parts of the riddle are easy. Elly, Tiro, and her—they are the three birds on the quilt-tree who is Sylvie. Obviously.

The dead wizard silent-speaks again: Death is a deception. We look at the universe through a peephole and call it a universe. It is the best we can do with so little information.

“Please tell Norville I’m sorry,” Afarra says.

The wizard knows what she’s sorry for cos he lives inside her head for the most part. Which is okay sometimes and not okay at other times cos he takes up a whole bunch of room.

Time passes. Quick-quick then SLOW … SLOW.

He smiles at her. Nothing to alarm. His head is whole like it was last time he visitationed her on that escape night in the Berkshires. Without speaking Uncle Dreg-Dim says, Well done, girlie-girl. You saved the Existential and you saved Lucky too, and Charlie the driver. And little Circus. He mimes a gun in his hands, points it at her, shoots. Wiffy would have shot ’em all—pop-pop-pop. You moved as fast as you could, girlie-girl. An’ if it rips your heart out to think about what you did and didn’t do, that’s a hell of a waste of good thinking.

Afarra thanks Uncle Dreg for channeling the Viking. (Channeling is the wizard’s word.)

She thinks of the three birds on the quilt tree. In the dialect of the Lost and Found, she hears Sylvie mutter her sermon of leaves and wind.

Man Cryday’s voice flies to her across a wilderness. “We must find your kith-and-kin and set them Free.” The Gardener of Tears sings to Sylvie, the wingless, ailing bird, about wondrous, half-buried things. Every one of them wild.

Afarra opens herself up to possibilities. “What is mystery?” her own voice asks.

Sylvie answers—or is it the tree witch? Entities who move at different speeds.

Sylvie feels every single one of the purple metal tears they lynched to her limbs as they clang against each other—Clang! Clang! Clang! Graves full to blossoming. The metal tears are making her sick. Afarra hears the bees’ steady hum inside her. The hum gives her a blinding headache. She wants to set the bees Free to terrorize the world. But Mother is the opposite of vengeance. Like Sylvie Mother-Tree, Afarra grieves for all the world.

The Warden of Slow Things listens to the birds. Which is why sometimes Sylvie is a girl with Eyes to see, or a boy with his decimated twin strapped to his back, or a bird who dares to fly passengers to the moon.

But joy is now, the dead wizard and the stolen witch tell her. With Elly. With Tiro. With Circus. With Lucky. With the Master of Dreams.

Afarra makes a list of the things she knows after this latest visitation.

For one, Sylvie Mother-Tree is a wingless bird who flies subterraneously through the channels of the earth; Sylvie is the quiet who remains.

And two, Sylvie Mother-Tree is the most resolutely alive entity in the world.

Afarra tries to ignore what she sees in her peripheral vision—the boy in mule ears. A tree sprouts from his head—a miniature Sylvie, purple tears jangling in the wind. A hooded man with an axe (Chaff Man!) cuts Sapling Sylvie down and (oh no!) chops off the boy’s head along with it. Dimmer-boy is offended. Luckily, he’s dead already. He picks up his head and balances it on his neck, where it wobbles like a maniac. He glares at Afarra as if she beheaded him.

Suddenly Afarra realizes something. With Circus included, there are four birds not three. And then she remembers to count Lucky and Amadeus—number five and number six. Catastrophe! She tries to persuade herself the extra three are in the flock that flies away to safety. She asks the tree, the gardener, and the wizard if she’s right. Is this the sad prophecy of the riddle-quilt? In a panic, she looks around for help.

Too late. The wizard, the witch, and the tree have all flown away.



The trouble with minor errors is how quickly they domino. On her way back to the camp, Afarra forgets to take off the wizard’s necklace of Seeing Eyes, and now look! A big bastard with grabby fingers rushes out of the bush! She and Circus run, but they are too slow and small to stop him. He kicks Circus, who flies, wingless, through the air to land with a thud like Wiffy.

Blind with rage, Afarra screams like a mother till Big Bastard covers her mouth with his grabby hands. As he hoists her onto his shoulder, the bush shudders to a standstill. She hears Circus whimpering nearby and calls out to him. “I love you, Circus! Don’t be scared!” She searches for Uncle Dreg-Dim, but the Dimmer-dead are unreliable, and he’s nowhere to be seen.






20 PARASITES


Tiro wished he’d kept the vow he’d made to himself as he carried Hero the Great through the bush to safety. Instead, his promise to remain clean flew out the window soon as he saw Ji staring at him as if to say, How come you never told me where you took off to? I knew you’d let me down all over again like you always do.

At least the weed he bought from King Rex deadened the throbbing pain in his right thigh. God only knows what he’d done to it. At first, it itched like crazy. Began when he was trapped in the cave during the deluge. But now it felt like someone was hammering a nail into his femur. Must’ve pulled something. Something always bit him in the ass in the end. This time the pain was so high up his thigh, the ass-biting was literal. Ironic to think he’d traveled thousands of miles and ended up in exactly the same situation he’d been in as a member of the Dreamfleet in D.C.: Afarra goes missing; Lotter’s blue-eyed lookalike arrives to save the day; Ji looks at him as if he’s responsible for this latest debacle (leastways, that’s what it looked like from his angle); and once again he’s desperate to hide the fact he’s high enough to float away.

Okay, maybe Ji wasn’t accusing him. When he was anxious, he veered off into paranoia. But he was desperate for something to calm his nerves, and King Rex, his new best friend, claimed he had the most powerful stash this side of the Sahara. To Tiro’s amazement, turned out to be true. Rex called it Green Goddess, said, “You lie with her and everyone else will be a letdown.” A sensible person would’ve stopped while he was ahead, but sensible wasn’t something he was good at, so he downed two sunsets to go along with Rex’s potent weed.

Superhero Lucky Dyce, who’d helped Ji escape from Planting 437 and snatched Afarra from the jaws of death in D.C., sat next to Ji on one of the mess tent’s wobbly benches. Tiro willed himself to pay attention to what the Englishman was saying. Lunchtime was over, and Greene had ordered his fighters to search for Afarra.

The major had instructed Amadeus and the three of them to remain behind. Said he needed to talk to them in private, which was why they had the mess tent to themselves. No one else seemed bothered by the legion of flies that dive-bombed dirty plates in the sweltering heat. The cooks had served the same fishy palm-oil and potato-leaf concoction they always doled out. Rice was the only side dish they made, apart from a cassava mush called fufu. What he wouldn’t give for a plate of nachos. Or a burger done just right. Or better still, a humungous slice of his mother’s sweet potato pie.

Lucky had appointed himself Ji’s Comforter-in-Chief. With that weird accent of his, he stated the obvious like it was a state secret.

“Greene’s got dozens of fighters out searching,” the Englishman said. “They’ll find her.”

Too upset to be comforted by garbage like that, Ji-ji yelled at him, her voice quivering with emotion: “Don’t you see? Afarra’s got no idea how to survive alone in the bush.”

Amadeus stepped in to reassure her. “The Liberators will find her.”

Tiro pictured Afarra in the bush. In rapid succession, he saw her in the grips of a two-hundred-pound python, set upon by monkeys, eaten alive by fire ants, and snatched by pickers.

But he feigned confidence and tried to sound sober.

“Captain Nelson is right, Ji. Bet Circus took off running an’ Afarra took off after him. The fighters’ve got drums an’ whistles. She’ll hear ’em. Bet she’ll find her way back soon.”

Ji-ji groaned. From what Tiro could see, she was as panicked as he’d been before he self-medicated. “You don’t understand. She’s having a hard time. In London, she killed someone.”

Thinking it was a joke, Tiro chuckled. Ji gave him a look women give you when they think you’re a moron, and he realized she was serious. “Afarra killed someone! Who?”

“Name was Wiffy,” Lucky replied, gloomily.

“Wiffy!” Tiro tried to stifle a laugh and snorted instead.

Tiro watched as Lucky ran his hand through his blond locks and swiped some stray hairs from his Lotter-blue eyes. Felt like Lucky was saying, “Look at my blond gorgeousness. Got anything to compete with that, Flight Boy?” (Lucky had called him Flight Boy twice already. Same name the Bitch-Witch used.)

Immediately, Tiro felt remorseful. He shouldn’t call his great-aunt a bitch-witch even if the name fit. Ji had broken the news to them that Dimmers Wood had been attacked and Man Cryday’s followers slaughtered. She was either dead or captured. Amadeus took the news harder than he did. Teared up in fact. Who knew the two of them were such good buddies? The Dream Master and the Gardener of Tears were opposites. But could be that’s why they got on. Amadee and him were opposites in most ways, but they were as close as identical twins could be.

Lucky kept talking. Tiro felt higher than ever. To compensate, he tilted his head so it looked like he was hanging on to his every word.

“Real name was Todd Wiffer. He was a friend of mine—more of an acquaintance, really. I thought he was one of the good guys. Turns out he wasn’t. He was a zealot. A Found Causer.”

“You got Found Causers in London?” Tiro asked.

Lucky said racists were a global phenomenon. “The steaders’ Found Cause is popular in England with the NNR, the New Nationalist Resurgence. They round up seed runaways and sell them to pickers. Afarra saved us. If she hadn’t shot him, Wiffy would’ve killed us all.”

“Wait a minute,” Tiro said. “You’re telling me Afarra’s packing heat these days? Since when? You loan her your gun, Ji?”

“Wasn’t her gun,” Lucky admitted. He stared at his hands the way a kid does when he knows he’s messed up and time-out is on the agenda. “It was mine. I left it on the dresser.”

Tiro’s anger spilled over. Felt good to find a target for it. He raised his voice: “Shit, man! Why’d you do that for Chrissake? What were you think—”

“Who cares?” Ji-ji cried. She spoke real fast, like she did when she was anxious. “Afarra had his gun and Wiffy had already shot Norville. We told her she saved us, but she hasn’t spoken much since then. Hasn’t eaten much either. You don’t think she’d do something crazy, do you?”

“Don’t worry. She’ll be fine,” Lucky stated. Platitudes were his forte.

Before Tiro could beat her to it, Ji-ji turned on the Englishman. “An’ what if she isn’t? In a few hours it’ll be dark. She’s alone in the bush!”

Lucky placed his hand on Ji-ji’s arm. The way he did it told Tiro he’d put his hand on a whole bunch of other things too. “Afarra’s an adult,” Lucky said. “She makes her own choices.”

Tiro moved in closer to where Lucky sat on a bench with Ji-ji. Felt good to be looking down at a fairskin. Felt like he’d been waiting to do that his whole life. “What you playing at, Lucky?” he said. “You got no idea who Afarra is, so don’t pretend you know crap, cos you don’t. Didn’t know mercenaries left their guns around so anyone can pick ’em up. Know what I remember from our time on the 437th? You following Lotter around like a puppy. Like Circus trots after Afarra.” Lucky’s clenched jaw and agitated hands told Tiro his zinger had landed.

Amadeus tried to calm things down: “Hey, Tiro. Lucky’s only trying to—”

But Tiro didn’t want to calm down, not when it felt so sweet to use his voice as a battering ram. “How come you didn’t notice she was missing? Ji assumed she was with you. So did the rest of us. You owe us an explanation.”

Lucky rose from the bench. “What are you accusing me of, Tiro?”

“Ain’t accusing you of nothin ’cept being a prize fuckup. What you doing here anyway? Don’t you got errands to run for Lord Commander Lotter?”

Lucky took a step forward. Their foreheads almost touched.

Tiro, absurdly gratified to see that the fairskin was a couple of inches shorter than he was, said, “You easing yourself into spitting range? I wouldn’t if I was you. Not if you plan to hang onto that pretty-boy face of yours. I been meaning to ask where you got to this afternoon. Saw you sneak off after we showed up. Where’d you go?”

“Nowhere,” Lucky replied, clearly flustered. “A walk, that’s all.”

Tiro laughed sourly. “Sounds harmless. An’ did that walk go by way of a few pickers?”

Lucky raised his voice for the first time. “What are you saying?”

“Ain’t saying a goddam thing,” Tiro told him. “It’s weird though—how you take off one moment an’ Afarra an’ Circus disappear the next. Could be someone was lying in wait—”

Lucky shoved Tiro so hard he stumbled backward. In a split second, Tiro regained his balance. Just before he charged, he let his face break into a huge grin.

With the ease of a veteran coach, Amadeus planted himself between them and turned his muscled arms into a wall. “Okay, guys, take it easy.” He turned to Tiro. “Get a grip, man. Lucky’s a friend.” He looked at Lucky. “Excuse the lieutenant. He’s going through some shit makes him crabby. An’ he’s worried as hell about Afarra cos she’s like a sister to him.”

Tiro glanced from Amadeus to Lucky and back again. A moment ago, he’d wanted to punch the asshole’s teeth out, a move that now struck him as idiotic. His thigh throbbed like hell. He swiped his hand through the air to signal he had better things to do than argue with a moron like Lucky. All he wanted to do was find Afarra. Figured if he found her—a big if—the gaping hole in his chest would cinch itself closed like one of them gift bags you get in Boston with the ribbon round the top. Folks in the E.S.S. got so much time on their hands they can thread a ribbon through the top of a bag just for the hell of it. All the while, a mere stone’s throw away across the border, their fellow humans in the Homestead Territories are treated worse than animals.

Sure, things weren’t peachy in the SuperStates either. According to Ben and Germaine, it was taking much longer to recover from the Sequel than people thought it would. But at least everyone in the SuperStates was classified as human. What scared Tiro was the idea that nothing could ever cinch the hole closed all the way. Cos that was where his little brother’s head rested during the raid, and you can’t close a place that’s been hacked open. Just have to bear it and remember to breathe. Like he did when he carried Hero the Great, who was bigger than Eeyatho, but still a kid whose sleepy head flopped onto Tiro’s chest like his little brother’s. Which made him insane with regret but gave him a tiny flicker of hope, too.

Ji-ji had been reading him the riot act for a while now. He’d been listening too. Mostly.

“… So what the hell is wrong with you, Tiro? Lucky would never hurt her. Don’t make things even worse, okay? Not this time.” Her words scorched him, but the way she said it hurt more—like she was blaming him all over again for when Afarra got snatched on the Mall.

He wanted to defend himself. Remind her it was three against one—Chaff Man had Sloppy and Circus for accomplices. But who in their right mind scapegoats a Pomeranian?

Ji-ji stood up. “I’m gonna go look for her. If I fly, I can cover more territory than—”

“You are right, Miss Ji-ji.”

The four of them turned to see a short, very muscular figure in the opening to the tent, a mug of steaming coffee in his hand. “You can certainly cover more territory,” Major Titus Greene said. “But you have forgotten that the Territories are also on the hunt for you.”

Major Greene strode into the tent. With a nod, he acknowledged Amadeus and Tiro. He took Ji-ji’s arm, eased her back down onto the rickety cafeteria bench, and sat beside her. The way he did it made it clear that this was his camp, and every decision was his to make.

“Do you know how many pickers we have seen in the past month?” Greene asked. A rhetorical question, something Tiro despised. Why ask a question if you know the answer?

“This past week, my scouts came upon more pickers and bounty hunters than we have seen in six months. Perhaps the labor shortage has become worse in the Territories, or maybe the price for Black flesh has shot up. Or perhaps there is another, special reason they are here.” Major Greene looked pointedly at Ji-ji. “You know what they would do, Miss Ji-ji, if they saw you hover above them like the Holy Ghost? I went to a mission school. I therefore know all about the Trinity. And I know ghosts, holy or not, put the fear of God into men. If you fly, you die. Or, worse still, you are taken prisoner.”

Ji wasn’t intimidated. “Thought you were eager to see me fly?” she said, in that defiant tone she used when she was mad as hell.

“Ha! That is true,” the major replied. “But I also know where it is safe for you to fly and where it is not. We cannot allow our Most Valuable Player to take a foolish risk.”

“But I’m not an MVP. I’m a prisoner.”

Like someone deeply hurt, Greene placed his hand over his heart. “You are mistaken. You are among Friends of Freedom—your friends. But you must not search for your friend.”

“Afarra’s not my friend. She’s my sister.”

“Of course. We are all brothers and sisters here.” Greene glanced at Lucky. As he rose to his feet, he added, “Most of us anyway.” Lucky didn’t hear him, or if he did, he didn’t react.

Greene invited Amadeus and Tiro to join him. He guided them over to the other side of the mess tent, out of earshot of Ji-ji and Lucky. “Captain Nelson, Lieutenant Tiro, I am placing you in charge of the Wingchild. It is imperative that she stay in the camp for her own safety.”

The major looked over at Ji-ji, deep in conversation with Lucky. He shook his head. “It was reckless of her to venture so far upcountry.” He looked at Tiro and smiled. “I assume it was for love, yes? Though you may want to pry her away from our fairskin brother over there. Looks as if our English friend has staked his claim already.”

Tiro realized his face revealed too much when the major added, “I mean no disrespect. From what I hear, she is … incomparable. We must protect our own, yes?”

“I guess,” Tiro replied.

“Ah, the torment of youth,” Greene lamented. He took a sip of coffee. The smell was so strong that Tiro could taste it in the back of his throat. “I assume she traveled all this way to find you, Lieutenant. But a true fighter cannot be a romantic. Admittedly, however, if she flies like she did in the Dream Coop, I, too, will fall in love. I have seen the video of her famous flight many times. If it is not doctored, it is remarkable.”

Greene noticed Tiro’s unease and assumed it was jealousy. “I joke, Lieutenant. Alis Volat Propriis is the motto of the Friends of Freedom for a reason, and no one has worked harder or more relentlessly for the cause of Freedom than we Liberian Liberators. We are a proud people. The only Black African nation never to toil under the yoke of colonialism. Did you know this?” When Amadeus responded affirmatively, Tiro decided to let that reply go for him too.

The major seemed satisfied. “The states may be disunited, but Americans are still too engaged with their own struggles and insufficiently engaged with the trials of others. Tomorrow, the Wingchild will be escorted back to Monrovia in an armed convoy.”

Tiro thought he’d misheard him. “Tomorrow?”

“Hush,” Greene urged, as he looked over at Lucky and Ji. “Keep that to yourself.”

Tiro protested: “But we haven’t found Afarra yet.”

“My fighters will find the girl, and I will take it upon myself to escort her back to Monrovia. You have my word. I have sent three dozen of my best fighters to search for her. I cannot spare three dozen fighters. I cannot spare one.”

As he spoke, Major Greene became increasingly passionate. “Do you know how many villagers will be snatched by pickers because my best fighters are preoccupied with trying to find a girl and her dog? Many of the villages in this region will have no one on patrol to protect them. I know what awaits those who are kidnapped.”

Tiro didn’t expect Amadeus to apologize, but that’s what he did. Said he was aware of how important the village patrols were, and he regretted not watching Afarra more carefully.

Major Greene held up his broad hand to indicate apologies were not necessary. “You have returned from your mission exhausted. Given the force you encountered, it is a miracle you were able to save two mothers and two children, who will enjoy Freedom because of your efforts. Afarra should not have ventured out on her own. But my own children remind me that the young will do what the young will do, yes? And I also know that the girl you call Afarra is, well, unique. An animal whisperer, some say. If this is true, she, like the Wingchild, is precious.”

“Thank you,” Amadeus said.

“No thanks needed, Captain Nelson. Thank me if we find her. In the meantime, the lieutenant will accompany you and the Wingchild on the journey back to Monrovia. We cannot have her rushing back upcountry to find her beau, can we? It is not safe for her here. The bounty on her head means the temptation to betray her is extreme.”

“You think your fighters would betray her?” Tiro asked.

Despite the fact that he’d suggested it himself, Greene bristled at Tiro’s question. “Many of my fighters are poor. Their families are hungry, yet they join in the fight for Freedom. Ferocious rainy seasons wash most of our crops away, droughts shrivel what is left. The weather is not merely unreliable, it is unhinged from normalcy. Yet it is our land the bloodsuckers descend upon like locusts to feast on our flesh, our people they kidnap. We may look like a ragtag bunch, but we fight as resolutely as anyone from the Territories.”

Greene paused. Tiro thought he was finished, but he added, “And one more thing, Lieutenant Tiro. My fighters need clear heads.”

“What? I got a clear head.”

“No,” the major said, bluntly. “You don’t. You have a problem. Clean yourself up, Lieutenant. During this era of great need, you are embarrassing yourself.”

Tiro started to argue, but a look from the Dream Master shut him up.

Greene turned his attention to Ji-ji. “It seems impossible, does it not? There are no signs of them on her back. No humps, nothing. I am no Doubting Thomas, but I yearn to witness this wonder for myself. Our people tell origin stories that feature bird people. Though, alas, we have never told it with the kind of wizardry you employed in the Dream Coop, Captain I’m-a-God.”

Amadeus placed his hand on Tiro’s shoulder. “I had great flyer-battlers to work with.”

“You are too modest. That coop battle inspired a global quest for Freedom and justice.” Greene’s voice trailed off as he stared at Ji-ji for a while longer. “At dawn, I will accompany the Wingchild to a safe place where she can fly unseen. On a tether, perhaps. For safety.”

Tiro’s heart did a backflip. On a tether. Jesus! He could feel Amadeus urge him to keep his mouth shut as the major ordered them not to say anything about these plans to the Wingchild or the Englishman.

Tiro jumped when the major’s caller rang. He glanced down at it and shook his head.

“Duty calls, my friends. I must supervise the roasting of a goat. I see you are not impressed, Lieutenant. Why would a commander oversee such a minor endeavor? You would do well to remember what I learned when I studied in England and in the Western SuperState. My military instructors impressed upon me how important it is to lead not only with toughness but also with joy. So here is a tip I offer to you gratis. In the bush, where meat is not easy to come by, roast a goat whenever the opportunity arises. Your fighters will thank you. And now, I must leave you. I will check on the search and update you tonight. We feast in the main gathering tent at dusk. Do not let the Wingchild out of your sight.”

As soon as Greene left, Ji-ji sprang up and hurried over to Tiro and Amadeus.

“We gotta go look for her,” she said. “It’ll be dark soon.” Tiro grabbed her arm. “If I unfurl,” she warned him, “you’re in deep trouble.” She was right. He let go.

Amadeus tried to reason with her: “You can’t search for Afarra. Not now.” He looked around to make sure they were alone and signaled to Lucky to come join them.

As the Englishman ambled over, Tiro whispered to his captain: “Maybe we should keep this to ourselves. Seems to me Lucky’s not exactly—”

“Not exactly what?” Ji-ji said. How the hell did she hear me? Tiro thought. “Not exactly what, Tiro?” she repeated. “At least he’s sober.”

“For now,” Tiro mumbled, as Lucky joined them.

Amadeus kept his voice low. “The major’s given an order. You can’t fly, Ji-ji.”

“So I am a prisoner then.”

“I think Greene’s genuinely worried you’re in danger,” Amadeus said. “But he’s curious too. Wants you to fly for him at dawn tomorrow. Then he ordered us to escort you to Monrovia.”

“Monrovia? Tomorrow? Before we find Afarra? Over my dead body!”

“That’s exactly what Greene’s afraid of,” Amadeus said. “This camp isn’t safe.”

Lucky asked if they’d told Greene about the Wingchildren.

“Not yet,” Amadeus replied.

“You going to?” Lucky asked.

Amadeus shook his head. “Not if I can avoid it. Too risky.”

“I agree,” Lucky said. “What about those kid soldiers that follow you around—God’s Special Forces. Did they see the toddlers’ backs?” Amadeus nodded. “Suppose they blab?”

Amadeus assured them they wouldn’t. “I read them the riot act before we got back to camp. Promised them chocolate if they kept their mouths shut.”

“Yeah,” Tiro said. “An’ I told ’em the toddlers’ condition could be catching. If they blabbed, they’d be shipped off to an Ebola camp. Carrot an’ stick. Works better if you do both.”

Amadeus slapped Tiro on the back. “Guess you’re smarter than you look, fly-boy.”

“Thanks, Coach. That’s what they all say.”

“So you don’t trust the major either,” Lucky said.

Amadeus thought for a moment. “Trust’s a thorny sonuvabitch. But one thing I know for sure—Greene’s not on the side of the pickers. The fight for Freedom is personal for him. But the huge bounty for Ji-ji’s capture must be tempting. We should assume the major and his fighters could be out for themselves till they prove otherwise.”

“Guilty till proven innocent,” Lucky joked. “The steaders would approve.”

“You should know, man,” Tiro said.

Ji-ji broke in, frantic: “You’re being ridiculous. Afarra’s missing! It’ll be dark soon.”

“Yes, it will,” Amadeus said. “And that’s when we’ll need to make our move.” He took a deep breath. “Okay, this is the plan. It’s risky, so brace yourselves and listen carefully.”

He was right. The plan was risky. So risky Tiro was surprised the Dream Master proposed it. On the other hand, what other options did they have?

Amadeus had just shared the details of his plan when Confidence tore into the tent.

“Captain Nelson!” Confidence cried. “We find the lost one!”

They all tore outside.

Encircled by Freedom fighters, Circus stood shivering. Terrified, bloody, alone.

They knew one thing for certain: Something terrible had happened. Afarra would never part willingly with the little dog. Ji-ji was too overcome to speak. While Lucky and Amadeus tried to comfort her, Tiro backed away. What can you tell someone you love when the one they love is lost? He’d asked a rhetorical question, so he answered it himself: not a goddam thing.



To Tiro’s surprise, they made it out of the camp without being spotted. Never would have happened if the major hadn’t been called away on some urgent business ten minutes into the feast. Amadeus told them they needed to take advantage of his absence and get out of there.

Before they set out, Amadeus delivered a sermon about how Tiro had a moral obligation to remain sober. He had to admit it was inspiring. Afterward, he was tempted to toss the half dozen sunsets he had in his backpack before he realized he’d be no good to anyone if he had nothing to ease the pain in his thigh. So, in a way, he hung onto his stash for their sake.

Amadeus made you believe you could lead yourself to the Promised Land with only a nudge from him. “Charismatic and dangerous in equal measure” is how Germaine described him to Tiro once. It was like the Dream Master’s relentless drive drove them all along the path he wanted to take. But Tiro wished he’d never confessed to Amadeus about his impotence. He probably thought about it each time he turned round and saw Ji in the back seat jammed between him and Lucky. And it worried him that Nasma’s memory of the place they were headed to was hazy. How would Ji cope if she’d lost Afarra and they didn’t find her tribe?

Tiro still found it hard to believe they’d all agreed to the crazy plan. But after Amadeus showed Ji the toddlers’ backs—something that occurred in secret, of course—Ji said she couldn’t live with herself if she didn’t try to track down the legendary tribe. If there were others like Baby and Junior, she had to find them. When they were safely clear of the camp, Ji gave the mothers a sneak peek of her wings—something they’d begged her to show them. The idea that their own offspring could be Wingchildren one day made the mothers giddy with excitement. No one mentioned that every Wingchild they’d ever heard of, apart from Ji-ji, was dead.

Confidence, Thomas, and the other three members of God’s Special Forces were assigned by their captain to look for Afarra. (Hero the Great was slated to be transported to a field hospital, along with Ringo, who faked a worse injury than he’d sustained in the fall so he wouldn’t be parted from his best buddy.) Tiro trusted Confidence. She may be a teen, but she was sharp as a whip, with a brave, generous spirit—like Ji, Afarra, and Amadee. On the way back down south, assuming they made it back, they would meet up with the Special Forces at a safe distance from the camp. With any luck, Confidence and the others would have Afarra with them. It was Confidence who suggested that Circus remain for now with the Special Forces. When Ji objected, Confidence reminded her that she and Thomas found Circus. He’d bonded with them, she said, and his bark would summon Afarra even if she was scared. Ji couldn’t argue with that.

Ji-ji didn’t say much as the Jeep rocked its way through the bush. But just before they set out, she asked Tiro to call his mother and brother who were worried sick about him. “Zaini’s lost two sons already,” she said, as if the loss of Amadee and Yatho didn’t gut him daily. He promised to call soon as they got to a place with a signal. And maybe he would. Who knows?

Amadeus rode in the front passenger seat and consulted maps he found in the glove compartment, all of which were pretty useless. No caller service in this remote, mountainous region of Liberia, so for navigation purposes they relied on Ibrahim, their driver, and Nasma, the only two who’d ventured this far upcountry.

Ibrahim thought the plan was crazy, but apparently his first loyalty was to the Wingchild. After Ji-ji asked him to drive them farther up into the highlands, he’d acquiesced at once.

Like Ji-ji, Lucky didn’t say much unless he had to. But he’d grab her hand when the ride got extra rocky, and he whispered to her sometimes, like they were in on some big secret.

Tiro had offered to stay behind and keep looking for Afarra. A way to redeem himself and prove to Ji he wasn’t the loser she and his mother thought he was. Amadeus nixed that plan. Insisted a trained fighter like him was essential. Asked him how he’d feel if something happened to Ji-ji and he wasn’t there to defend her, then pointed to his connection to Prophet Dreg, which had persuaded Nasma and Starburst to trust them. No doubt about it: I’m-a-God was an expert manipulator. No wonder the Dream Master and Man Cryday were tight as thieves.

Unable to remain behind himself, Tiro tried to convince Lucky to stay and search for Afarra. He took a page from his captain and tried flattery. “You found Afarra before. Did an amazing job. You can do it again.” But it was like asking a leopard to change its spots.

Although Nasma was the one who’d given Amadeus the idea for this insane field trip after she said she knew the location of the village where other “back-root people” lived—leastwise, that’s how Ibrahim translated the term she used—Nasma and Starburst weren’t keen on heading farther upcountry. Nasma had visited the village once about five years ago to see her mother’s relatives. While there, she’d seen a boy with a back like Junior’s. They’d hidden him during the day, but Nasma went to the river at night, where she’d seen him bathe in the moonlight. A pair of feelers writhed on his back like snakes. She thought he was an evil spirit.

Much later, when Junior’s back sprouted, she concluded the village had infected her. Then, when Baby’s back sprouted a few weeks after Junior’s did, Nasma felt even worse cos she thought she’d passed it on somehow. She told Amadeus this during their trek back to the camp. It was obvious to Tiro that Nasma had a crush on the Dream Master, but he pretended not to notice.

Soon after they set out in the Jeep, Amadeus asked Nasma to tell the story again. But Nasma said she’d already told him everything.

When she saw she’d disappointed him she said, shyly, “There is another story I hear about the village. A story my mother tells me when the chief is asking me to be his wife. I am nine years old. It is too soon. But Chief Pious Fofana is a big man with many diamonds. He set pickers on his enemies, and my father says if I give him my daughter, he will leave us alone.”

“Any story would be fine, Nasma,” Amadeus said, encouragingly.

Nasma became very nervous. “I am not good at storytelling.” Her voice was so quiet it was hard to hear her over the noise of the Jeep. “You tell it, Starburst.”

Starburst agreed to tell it, having first declared that Chief Fofana, their husband, was a bastard, who took pleasure in beating them. “All sixteen of his wives hope the pickers take him instead.” She went on to explain that this was a story Nasma’s mother heard when she lived in the village as a child. “A story with rain inside she call it,” Starburst said. “Because it nourish us like rain. But it is a story only. Nasma sees only one back like Junior and Baby in the village.”

Amadeus twisted his torso around so he could look at Starburst who sat with Nasma, Junior and Baby in the back of the Jeep. Tiro could feel Ji’s anticipation. Even Lucky was into it.

Nasma was right: Starburst was a good storyteller. She gave them a vivid description of the secluded village in the mountainous highlands, near the border with the nation that used to be called Guinea before it joined WAUN (pronounced ONE, which made Tiro giggle, for some reason), the West African United Nations. Starburst told the story as if it was a secret that could kill you if it was shared. Maybe that was why Tiro, in spite of his skepticism and the pain in his thigh, felt its pull. It sent him back to the Toteppi Origin Story his great-uncle told him.

Starburst began: “The people who live in this village, high up in the middle of nowhere, are an ancient people. They do not welcome company. One day, a young stranger stumbles upon them. The villagers are wary of strangers, but his stories make them laugh, so they welcome him with kola nuts and palm wine. But then he make a big mistake like men do. He fall in love with a girl who is living there in the village.

“The grandmother is the chief. She tells him, ‘Stranger, you are not us and we do not allow it. I banish you from this place forever. You will forget you see us.’ Granny Chief gives the stranger a potion to drink. When he wakes up, he is on flat land far away from the village. But guess what happens?”

Lucky thought Starburst was asking a real question and began to list his guesses, which were pretty pathetic, in Tiro’s opinion. Ji-ji nudged the Englishman and he shut up.

Starburst reclaimed the story: “What happens is…” She paused as Baby, agitated by the rough ride, insisted on nursing. The toddler pulled out her mother’s breast and made small cooing sounds like a dove as she sucked. Tiro had been close to his own mother once. The thought reached down into his chest like a surgeon and squeezed his heart.

“What happens,” Starburst continued, “is the stranger find his way back. Not once, but two times. It is a long journey uphill, so he is a grown man when he arrives the second time, and the girl is a woman who is the next leader of her village. Like you, Lieutenant Tiro. But in this village only women can rule. That is the rule.

“The old chief lady is angry. She scolds the stranger. ‘Why you are returning for the third time? You know we cannot allow a worm-man—she means a man who lives on the earth only—to join us, yet still you come.’ The man looks over at the woman he love and says, ‘I know. But I would rather spend the rest of my life climbing the mountain to reach her than live down below with the others. And even if I see her only for the blink of any eye, it will be enough.’

“The woman he loves begins to weep. She begs to leave the village with the man she loves.… Hey, Baby! You bite me!” The toddler looked up at Starburst and giggled. Starburst kissed the top of her child’s head and rocked her in her arms to quiet her. Tiro thought again of his mother. Zaini used to rock him like that when he was little. It had been a long time since he had been able to think of her without thinking of the times she tried to rock into waking the dead bodies of his brothers.

“So Granny Chief gives the woman permission to leave the village. And she allow them to sleep in the village for one night before they go. This is because they both are wanting each other’s bodies like a great hunger. Everyone is knowing if you don’t eat, you die.”

“Damn right,” Lucky said. “All men must eat.”

Suddenly self-conscious, Tiro wondered if the arrogant Englishman was making a joke at his expense. Had the Dream Master spilled the beans about his impotence? No. He was being paranoid again. He should never have downed another sunset just before they set out.

“The next morning, Granny Chief summons them to say goodbye. The woman who is loved by the stranger says, ‘Why we must leave, Mother?’ The chief lady says, ‘You know why, child.’ (She is calling everyone child because she is very old.) ‘The man you love is not like us,’ she says. ‘He is a stranger.’

“But then the woman who loves the man takes hold of his hand and the man falls to the ground. He screams the forest awake. The oldest trees scream with him, roots burst through the earth, and all the birds of the forest fly away in a great dark cloud of terror.

“When it is over, the woman helps the man to stand up. The man, who is no longer a stranger, says three words: ‘Me like her.’ And then he opens his wings like a bird, and the villagers rejoice because this wonderful change is true. And that is the end of the story.”

Amadeus could barely contain himself. He reached back and grabbed Ji-ji’s hand. “Do you see, Ji-ji? Do you get it? It’s the sequel to the Toteppi origin story—the story I told in the Dream Coop. The story you said Prophet Dreg and Man Cryday told you.”

Lucky wasn’t impressed. “Every society has origin stories.”

“What’s the English origin story?” Tiro asked.

“Blowed if I know,” Lucky conceded. “What I don’t get is why others haven’t found this magical place of flying village people, if such a place exists. It seems unlikely that—”

Tiro interrupted. He’d noticed Ji’s face light up. “What’s up, Ji?”

“The stranger in the story—what he said at the end,” she said to Amadeus. “It’s like the Swahili word you told me about, remember?”

“Of course!” Amadeus cried. His whoop of recognition nearly caused Ibrahim to veer off the road. The driver muttered something Tiro didn’t catch, but it sounded pretty rude.

The Dream Master apologized: “Sorry, man. I got excited.”

“Do not get excited in this Jeep, Captain Nelson,” Ibrahim said. “It is too dangerous.”

“What Swahili word?” Lucky asked.

Together, Ji and the Dream Master said, “Malaika!”

“In Swahili, it means angel,” Amadeus added. “At least, I think it does.”

“Yes,” Nasma said from the back. “That is the name of the village. Me-like-her.”

Tiro didn’t know if this added up to anything more than a story. But he did know that the despair he’d felt for such a long time had ebbed a little. As if the story were a salve of some kind, the pain in Tiro’s thigh ebbed too. He fell asleep to the words of his great-uncle’s First Story, as told to him and Ji when they were seedlings in captivity on Planting 437. “In Totepp, to means ‘bird,’ and teppi means ‘to remember.’ Stories are the wings of dreamers, and that is why some of the Passengers found their way back home to the tribe of lost birds whose songs filled their dreams.” His great-uncle risked his life to pass the story on.

Having flown back to the Cradle, Tiro liked to think he was a Middle Passenger and a Flying African himself, in a way. And though he would never be able to fly on his own wings, there were worse things in the world than riding to a mysterious village with a bunch of hopeful people who weren’t nearly as screwed-up as he was. Amadee would’ve loved it.



Against Ibrahim’s advice, Tiro opted to sleep outside. There was barely room in the Jeep for all nine of them, and he was jammed up against Lucky on one side and Ji on the other. Must be even worse for Starburst and Nasma hunched over in the cargo section of the Jeep with their toddlers. If they could suck it up, so could he.

Tiro assumed he’d feel cooler outside the vehicle, but he felt so damn hot. Like his whole body was on fire. For some weird reason, the pain had spread from one thigh to the other—as if Pain had so much fun jackhammering his right thigh it was determined to do the same to his left. Felt like something alien was burrowing into his bones. Were there mosquitoes out here that could inject you with a bone-drilling, flesh-devouring toxin? Sure felt that way.

Before they set out on this crazy mission to a remote village they may never find inhabited by some Bird tribe who probably didn’t exist, Tiro had visited one of the camp latrines and studied his thigh to search for signs of infection. Apart from a few bumps and a couple of blister-like scabs, there was nothing. Could he have contracted an STD without having sex? Could King Rex’s Green Goddess have poisoned him? How dumb do you have to be to buy weed from a man whose fighting name is a double self-coronation?

Their hair-raising journey through the bush seemed never-ending. The only consolation: no rain. Now it was almost dawn. They’d pulled over so Ibrahim could get some shut-eye. Nasma figured they were about two-thirds of the way there, but she claimed the Jeep had “turned her all round about.” Therefore, Tiro took Nasma’s estimate with a hefty grain of salt.

He groaned more loudly than he intended. Not long afterward, he heard someone or something creep up behind him. A picker? A wild animal? His gun was snug in his backpack under his head. He had a knife there too. Should’ve kept at least one of them out.

The predator leaned over him, breathing. He did the only thing he could think of.

He thrust himself up into a sitting position and roared like a snarlcat. His forehead crashed into the predator’s.

“Ow! Why you do this thing?”

“Starburst?”

Starburst rubbed her forehead. “Why you are hurting me?”

“You come creeping up on someone an’ you’re asking to get shot.”

“You have a gun?”

“In my backpack. Got a knife too.” She didn’t look impressed. “What you doing here?”

“Your groans is very loud.” She did an impersonation of him groaning. Great.

“So what if they are?” A pathetic response. Pain had wimpified him.

Without asking if it was okay to do so, Starburst reached up and felt his forehead. “You have a fever. And you sweat. And your teeth go like this.” She made her teeth chatter.

No point hiding it any longer. If he had Ebola, leprosy, or some other terrible Cradle disease, he had to steer clear of the rest of them.

“Don’t get too close,” he said. “Could be contagious.”

Starburst didn’t look much older than his kid brother Bromadu—fourteen or fifteen, at the most. She must be at least ten years younger than Nasma, the other wife. But most of the time, she was the one who took the lead. He’d heard her comfort-whisper to Nasma as they ran over potholes and slid in the mud. She didn’t panic now either.

“Show me where it is hurting you,” she instructed.

She’d come prepared. She took out a flashlight and flicked it on. Tiro was faced with a dilemma. The pain was pretty far up on his outer thighs. Very far up, in fact. He had to remove his shorts, but clean underwear was in short supply, so he’d gone commando. He hesitated.

Starburst lost patience with him. “I leave Baby in the Jeep. If she wake up, she will see I am not there and she will cry. The pickers will come for us if they hear her.”

A chastened Tiro said, “Okay then. Here goes.” He hitched up his shorts, but they only went so far up his leg.

“Give me your knife. I cut the shorts for you.”

“The hell you will! Okay, okay. I’m gonna slip ’em down so you can see.”

Gingerly, Tiro unzipped and turned on his side to hide his privates from view. His upper thigh and right butt cheek were fully exposed.

“Ah,” she said.

“What does ‘ah’ mean?”

“It is very normal. All the time people are getting it.”

A huge wave of relief washed over him. “Mosquito bites, right?”

She giggled. “No! Not mosquito. The other one. It has many names. Some call it tumba fly or mango fly. Or tumbu. Or putzi. Or—”

“Okay, I get it. It’s got a whole bunch of stupid names. So I got bitten by a fly?”

Starburst giggled. She seemed to find the whole thing hilarious. “This fly is not biting. This fly is laying eggs. Under the skin.”

“Jesus Christ!” Tiro felt sicker than ever.

Starburst seemed to take pity on him. “Do not be afraid, Lieutenant Tiro. It is nothing. Baby has it twice. I put jelly over the breathe holes, then I squeeze them out with my fingers.”

“What the hell are breathe holes? I’m not a whale, for Chrissake!”

“It is how they breathe. I put petroleum jelly on the holes. They do not like it. Or if you like to wait, sometimes they burst out on their own.”

“You can squeeze the eggs out?”

“Not eggs. Maggots grow inside. The maggots do not like it when I squeeze, so they come out.” She shone the flashlight on his thigh. “See. Look at this one. It wriggles, yes?”

“You telling me I got live maggoty flies in my thighs?”

Starburst giggled again. “That is funny! Flies in my thighs—hee, hee! You are very scared of little maggots for an American hero. You forget to iron your clothes, isn’t it? That is how they do it. The flies lay their eggs on damp clothes. They like the damp.”

Tiro tried to salvage the tiny fraction of dignity he had left—hard to do with a naked butt and infested thighs. “I’m not American. I’m from here. Or my mam is. Partly. I’m Toteppi.”

Starburst slammed her hand over his mouth. “Ssh! You do not say that word here! The pickers look for that word and they snatch it!” She was terrified.

“Sorry,” he said. Before he could stop himself, Tiro’s eyes filled with tears. He started to weep. His tears scared him almost as much as the maggots.

Starburst patted his head. “It is okay, Lieutenant Tiro. I am not angry. Don’t be afraid. I take care of you. Nasma will help. How many you have? I count them.” She counted the bumps on his thigh. “There are eight.”

Tiro sniffed hard, said, “I got ’em on the other side too. Look away while I turn over.” Starburst just stared at him. “I mean it. Look away.”

Starburst huffed in disapproval, but she looked away till she heard him turn, then she counted the ones on his other leg. “Only four on this side. Twelve is the total.”

“Perfect,” Tiro said, with sarcasm. Starburst thought he meant it.

“You like that number in the Territories. Like the apostles. Twelve is not my favorite.”

“Me neither,” Tiro muttered, truthfully.

“I like the number two. Me and Baby. Two only. No husband. My husband likes to wear a big white hat which flop over his eye, and he is always thinking he is very good-looking in the mirror. But he is not a good man or good in bed. In, out, and he is finished. You carry me and Baby back with you, yes? To the SuperStates, not the Territories. Who wants to be a seed? Not me. You carry me back if I squeeze the maggots?” Starburst looked at him with naked hope in her eyes. He told himself he wasn’t lying when he said he’d try.

As a flyer-battler in the most competitive pro team in the Territories, Tiro had experienced pain plenty of times before. But when Starburst and Nasma squeezed the parasites out of his thighs, the only thing that stopped Tiro from bawling like a baby was fear that the others would hear him. Nasma insisted they work on him in the back of the Jeep. Not the most comfortable place to be. But at least Amadeus loaned him some clean underwear, and the others had the decency to exit the vehicle.

A triumphant Starburst showed him what she’d pried out of his thigh. When he saw the maggots wriggle in her hand, he nearly threw up. Even Nasma laughed at that. But after they were done, his eyes filled with tears again. They thought pain was the cause, but it had disappeared. He wasn’t sure why he was so emotional. Maybe it was cos he didn’t have leprosy or Ebola. Maybe it was the kindness of women, or the fact that they reminded him of his mother. A wave of homesickness came over him. He should never have deserted his mother and brother. All he wanted to do was make sure they were okay.

With Tiro’s surgery completed, the driver and his passengers piled back into the Jeep. They’d taken a huge risk stopping for so long. Tiro was about to thank them when sleep snatched him away. For the next few hours, Tiro the Pterodactyl slept as contentedly as Starburst’s Baby.

Ji nudged him awake. “Nasma says we go the rest of the way on foot.”

Ibrahim explained there were no roads to take. Only footpaths.

It was past dawn when they exited the Jeep, and deliciously cool.

“Think the pickers know about this place?” Lucky asked. No one dared answer him.

Tiro couldn’t believe how good he felt. He wasn’t in pain, and he wasn’t high either. The weight he’d carried for years had gone. Despair would return; it always did. But for now, he was simply grateful to be alive.

They walked for hours. At times, they had to cut their way through the bush. Ibrahim had brought two machetes. The four men took turns hacking their way uphill. Every so often Nasma would say, “Go higher. We are too low,” and they would climb some more.

Tiro had almost given up on finding the village when they came upon it suddenly. They crested a hill and there it was before them, on the other side of a thick wall of shrubs and bushes: the outskirts of a small community of huts and bungalows, most made of wattle-and-daub, a few made of cinder block. The latter had glass windows, the former only shutters.

Sounds greeted them. A pounding, heartbeat-like Thud-THUD, Thud-THUD, Thud-THUD! Tiro had heard the sound before but he couldn’t identify it. Then he heard the slashing of a scythe. Underneath those sounds, a soft hum.

“Is this it?” Amadeus asked Nasma. “Is this the village where you saw the boy?”

“Yes,” Nasma said. “Perhaps. I do not know for certain. I think this is the one.”

Tiro spotted three people in the distance: a man cut the grass with a scythe in front of a hut—that was the slicing sound. A woman with a baby tied to her back and a spear-length stake in her hands pounded something in a giant wooden mortar—that was the heartbeat. And a very old, stooped woman limped between the huts. Was she the one humming?

Stealthily, the group moved closer. Behind a clump of bushes, they pulled up again.

“Wait a minute,” Lucky hissed. “What the hell are we looking at?”

Starburst screamed as the very old woman stopped dead in her tracks—frozen like prey.

Till that moment, Tiro had assumed the old woman wore a stiff cloak, or she dragged a tarp or rug behind her. Not true. The things the old woman dragged behind her were her.

“They’re wings!” Ji whispered. “Petrified wings!”

When the woman turned to look in their direction, it was her face that shocked them the most. The very old woman was a very young girl. For several seconds, no one dared to move.

And then the man with the scythe charged toward them, weapon raised, shrieking an unearthly war cry as he came.
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Ji-ji had never felt so much empathy for someone who wanted to kill her.

Shrieking the bloody poetry of war, the lone warrior on a suicidal mission rushed toward them. Fueled by the strongest engine in the world—the desire to protect those he cared about—he revved himself up to die.

Ji-ji didn’t know what allowed her to feel his agony more acutely than her own, but in those few seconds before he would try to hack them to pieces, she registered details soldiers are trained to ignore, the small indicators that can rob us of violent impulses and turn us into one tribe. She found herself counting the buttons on the man’s shirt—seven, one missing. She saw the grass stains on his tan shorts, his ashy knees, his hair cut close to his head, his red-rimmed eyes that told her he’d dreaded this day of discovery. She noted the sweat beads on his forehead, the tears that ran down his cheeks. His cries were unlike anything she’d heard before. Part scream, part curse, they told her he knew his efforts were futile. All he could do was take down as many as possible before death defeated him too.

Amadeus stepped out from the bushes and stood directly in the madman’s path. He flung his backpack onto the ground and raised his hands in surrender. Tiro leapt out to join his captain.

Their driver Ibrahim, in full protection mode, grabbed Ji-ji’s arm and pulled her back behind the shrubs. Next to her, Lucky drew his gun.

“Don’t shoot!” Ji-ji cried.

Their attacker heard her. Mad with fear, he wasn’t crazy. Twenty feet from Amadeus he pulled up. Still brandishing his scythe in the air, he looked from one to the other. For a few agonizing seconds, nobody moved.

His eyes fixed on their attacker, Amadeus called to the group behind him: “No one shoot. We’re the intruders here.”

Then Amadeus addressed the man who stood less than twenty feet from him with his scythe still raised. “I’m not armed,” the Dream Master said. “See? No weapon.”

Ji-ji wrenched herself away from Ibrahim, reached over to Lucky, and applied a gentle pressure on his hand to ease down his gun.

In an even voice, Amadeus kept talking. He raised his arms even higher and rotated slowly so the man could see for himself he wasn’t armed. “See?” Amadeus said. “No weapon.”

Before anyone could stop her, Ji-ji hurried forward to join Amadeus and Tiro.

“What the hell are you doing?” Lucky yelled.

Ji-ji called back: “Put your gun away, Lucky. You’re making him nervous.”

“Will do,” Lucky replied. “Soon as our friend over there puts his weapon down.”

The woman with the baby on her back who’d been pounding grain in a huge mortar inched closer to the group. The baby wasn’t on her back anymore. The girl with the petrified wings had disappeared. The woman spoke to the man in a language Ji-ji couldn’t understand. Gently, mirroring what Ji-ji had done with Lucky, the woman placed her hand on the man’s raised arm. Reluctantly, he lowered his scythe.

In response, Lucky holstered his gun. “Let’s hope we don’t regret this,” he muttered.

Ji-ji noticed then that several dozen villagers huddled together in groups some distance away. Some held knives, others grasped machetes. She thought she saw a few guns too.

Slowly, Amadeus lowered his hands. “Let’s start again,” he said. “Do you speak English?” Both the man and the woman nodded.

The man looked to be about the same age as Amadeus, but life was harsh in the bush, and he could easily be a lot younger. He wore a checkered shirt, khaki shorts, and sandals. The woman, in her forties or fifties, wore a traditional lappa and top. Wrapped around her head was a large purple head-tie. The green-and-gold broadleaf pattern on it reminded Ji-ji of the head-ties Man Cryday wore. The small, full-figured woman stood up straight and looked up into the eyes of the tall Dream Master. Amadeus looked composed, but the woman was equally unruffled. If you didn’t know what had just happened, you’d think they’d run into each other at the market.

Ji-ji scoured the area behind the pair in search of the humming girl with the ruined wings. Still not there. Ji-ji desperately wanted to tell her how she herself had dragged her paralyzed wings behind her and yearned for the mercy of death. But it would be rash to do so. For all she knew, the man and woman didn’t realize they’d seen the girl.

Amadeus spoke again: “My name is Amadeus Nelson. We mean you no harm.”

“Your guns tell us a different story,” the woman stated.

Amadeus nodded in the man’s direction: “As did his weapon,” he replied.

The woman smiled. “You forget, Mr. Amadeus Nelson, you are the trespassers. We are the ones who defend our village, yes?”

Amadeus agreed: “You’re right, of course. We’re sorry for any distress we’ve caused coming upon you unannounced. It was not our intention to surprise you.”

The man whispered something to the woman. Ji-ji made out the word “Americans.” Amadeus had impressed upon the group that they must not disclose anything except as it related to Nasma and her visit to the village—not till they were sure the villagers could be trusted.

Amadeus continued: “We’re looking for the village of Malaika or Me-Like-Her. Have we come to the right place?”

The woman, who did not acknowledge the name, spoke to him curtly. “We live in the bush, but we do not trust those who beat around it. What do you want, stranger?”

“Am I speaking to the chief?”

Her face registered surprise. “Yes,” she replied. “I am the chief of this community.”

The woman and man conferred briefly with each other again in their own language.

“You may call me Chief Josephine,” the woman said, with authority. “This is Mr. Michael. How is it you know the customs of our tribe?”

“Stories we’ve heard described them. These are my friends Ji-ji and Tiro. Behind me are Lucky, Nasma, and Starburst with their offspring, Junior and Baby. Ibrahim is our driver.”

Chief Josephine eyed them with suspicion. “Perhaps you are pickers come to pick us. This man you call Lucky has blue eyes and a gun. Perhaps it is we who will be unlucky today?”

Lucky spoke up: “If we wanted to pick you, you’d be picked already.”

Not helpful, Ji-ji thought. Tiro didn’t think so either. He told Lucky to shut up.

Chief Josephine looked from Tiro to Lucky with disdain. “Why is it you two young men war with each other?” The directness of her question threw them.

“We don’t,” Tiro said.

“I like him well enough,” Lucky offered, unenthusiastically.

Chief Josephine shook her head. “There is anger between you. You will infect our village with hostility. We do not allow men like you to bring such things.”

Lucky was offended. “What’s she mean by ‘men like you’?”

Amadeus tried again: “Will you let us speak with you in private, Chief Josephine? We have a lot to share, and we have come many thousands of miles.”

The chief looked at him quizzically. “Why is it you are traveling thousands of miles to visit our simple village? Do you not have better things to do with your time, Mr. American?”

Nasma rushed forward with Junior in her arms and flung herself at Chief Josephine’s feet. “I bring the Americans here! I come here to my mother’s village years ago!”

Chief Josephine placed a hand under Nasma’s chin and tilted her head up slightly. “This is your mother’s village? What is your mother’s name, and when did you—?” But having begun, Nasma couldn’t be waylaid by a question, even if it came from a chief.

“Now it is me who has it,” Nasma said. “I give it to Starburst. The same condition. That is why we run from the plane. And then we see the girl just now with the pitiful body and—”

“You saw nothing!” Chief Josephine declared, as Michael raised his scythe again.

Out of the corner of her eye, Ji-ji saw Lucky reach for his gun. Some of the villagers standing at a distance did the same.

Ji-ji ran up to Nasma. Amadeus and the others tried to follow but Ji-ji told them to stay back. “Nasma,” Ji-ji said, “it’s okay. Show them Junior’s back.” Nasma, terrified, clutched Junior to her chest and shook her head.

“You must all leave. Now!” Chief Josephine commanded.

Before they could stop her, Nasma scrambled up from the ground and took off running back down the bush path. They called after her, but it was no use.

Ji-ji felt she had no option but to reveal the truth. “Please listen,” she entreated. “I’m the one they call—” She stopped mid-sentence when she saw that everyone’s eyes were glued to something behind her. Ji-ji turned to see Starburst holding Baby up above her head. She’d raised the toddler’s T-shirt. Baby’s bare back and undulating feelers were exposed to the villagers.

“This is Baby, my daughter! One day, she will fly like a bird!”

Amadeus ordered Starburst to be quiet, but the chief waved a dismissive hand in his direction and walked purposefully up to Starburst. She held out her arms for the child. Without hesitation, Starburst handed Baby over. The chief spoke to her in her own language.

“What is she saying?” Ji-ji asked, hopefully.

Michael answered her: “She is saying the child will be loved.”

“I knew it!” Amadeus cried. “You’ve seen backs like this before.”

“Yes, we have seen them. Chief Josephine is giving the child a blessing from our people. A blessing we give to those who will suffer greatly. She is saying—”

Chief Josephine broke in. “This child is doomed. Although the condition is rare, we have seen dozens with her deformity over the generations. Their brief lives are filled with pain.”

“No!” Starburst cried. Frantically, she snatched Baby from the chief’s arms.

Ji-ji tried again: “But you don’t understand. I’m also—”

Amadeus glared at her and shook his head. She fell silent.

Chief Josephine turned to the strangers and said, “I see you do not believe me.” She called out: “Hawa! Esther! Massa! Musa! Aminata! Come out now. Do not be afraid. Come!”

Faces peered around the side of the nearest building. Five children stepped out into the open and made their way toward them, including the girl they’d seen earlier. Though the weight they dragged behind their bent bodies made them look much older, Ji-ji guessed they ranged in age from about four to fourteen. The villagers made way for them.

As they hauled themselves forward through the dust, Ji-ji heard the same, soul-withering rasp her own lifeless wings used to make when they scraped the ground. Their pitiful trains varied in size from less than four feet in length to ten or more, depending on their age. When Ji-ji’s wings were petrified and rotting, they stank, but theirs, though pungent, smelled earthy—as if you were standing in a hole recently dug in wet soil. Their shockingly large, soulful eyes haunted her; their appendages made her want to weep. Nothing about the moth-eaten appendages the afflicted children dragged behind them suggested they could function one day. And yet a few short years ago, hadn’t her wings looked as bad and smelled much worse than theirs? The urge to run up to each child and claim them as kin nearly overwhelmed her.

Chief Josephine embraced each one of the children and told them not to be afraid.

“These are our Rootbacks,” she said. “We care for them. They suffer from a mutation that has plagued our tribe for generations. People are superstitious. They think their difference is a threat. Our ancestors vowed to protect them. We, the Keepers of Lost Things, do the same.”

Chief Josephine placed her hand on the head of the smallest child, a boy. “This is Musa, the youngest—and the naughtiest.” The child laughed when she said this. How pretty he was. Ji-ji thought of her little brother Bonbon when she saw him. He’d be roughly Musa’s age by now.

“Musa is five,” the chief said. “And this is Aminata, the eldest. Aminata is our miracle. No others like her have ever survived for as long as she has. Aminata is nearly fifteen.”

Aminata—the humming girl they’d seen earlier—took Musa’s tiny hand in hers. Musa, who appeared to suffer from river blindness, scooted closer to her for protection.

“As chief, I have laid claim to these pikin, like my predecessor did before me. They are fed and clothed by the village. We love them. All were gifted to us. Like Baby.”

Ji-ji gasped. “What are you talking about? We’re not gifting anyone!”

“No gifting!” Starburst yelled. She hugged Baby to her chest. “Baby is my baby!”

“Forgive me,” Chief Josephine said. “I assumed this was why you came.” She turned to Starburst and said, “Go in peace, little mother. Who knows? Maybe your child will be the lucky one? There is a story we tell from mother to child of a Rootback whose back worms shriveled and fell off. Afterward, no sign of infestation. May this be Baby’s story too.”

Before Starburst could reply, Amadeus abruptly stepped in. “We should go,” he said. He thanked the chief and the villagers for sharing so much with strangers.

Michael grabbed Lucky’s arm and warned him not to tell anyone what they’d seen.

Lucky took offense again. “What do you take me for? Think I want to hurt these kids?”

Amadeus assured them no one would reveal their secret.

Ji-ji tried again to let Amadeus know how much she wanted to tell them who she was, but the look he gave her left no doubt in her mind—he wanted her to keep quiet.

Amadeus thanked the chief, and the group headed back the way they came, calling to Nasma as they went.

As they descended along the steep path to the village, Nasma, hiding nearby, ran onto the path with Junior. Shaken, she urged them to get away from this place “with very bad magic.”

Nasma said she’d watched as the “cursed children” stepped out into the open. “My Junior is different,” she insisted. “He will not look like those demons. He will fly like Ji-ji the Wingchild. I should not bring you to this bad magic place.”

They’d trekked downhill for several miles before Ji-ji stood in the middle of the path and refused to go any farther. She said, as much to herself as anyone, “If it was me, I’d want to know there was a chance something amazing could happen. They have a right to know.”

Amadeus impressed upon her how dangerous it would be for her to expose herself to an entire village. “If those poor kids were like you, fine. But they’re not. Which means those villagers have never seen another Wingchild. We don’t know how they’d react, but we do know there’s a huge bounty on your head.” She crossed her arms and planted her feet. He tried again.

“There could be parrot-spies among them. You let them see who you are, and every picker in a hundred miles could be on our tail. Those poor kids, they’re nothing like you.”

“He’s right,” Lucky said. “Those things on their backs. I mean, Jesus!”

Ji-ji was about to respond when Tiro spoke up. “You don’t got a clue,” he told them. “Ji’s wings looked worse than that ’fore they blossomed. Stank a lot worse too. Sorry, Ji.”

Ji-ji smiled. “You’re right,” she admitted. “They did stink.” She addressed Amadeus. “You didn’t see me till my wings functioned. But I didn’t go from how Baby and Junior look to how I look now. I used to be like them—the Rootbacks. It was hell. I was suicidal. Nasma, Starburst, I should’ve told you how bad it got for me. In D.C., when I looked like those kids back there, I jumped from the Jim Crow Nest. Tried to kill myself.”

Starburst looked at her incredulously: “You live in a nest in D.C.? Why? There are no houses there?”

“There are houses in D.C.,” she explained. “It wasn’t that kind of nest. I was in a flying coop. It’s a game.” Starburst looked more confused than ever. “Never mind. All I’m saying is I jumped from somewhere real high cos I was desperate. Only at the last minute my wings worked. I still don’t know how. I came to this village for me—to find my tribe. Not for Junior or Baby. I didn’t want to be alone in the world. I should’ve told you that. Now I need to go back.”

“She’s telling you the truth,” Tiro said. “She looked just like them. It was … terrible.” He put his arm around Ji-ji. “Hey. Don’t cry.”

“I’m not.”

“Actually, I think you are,” Lucky pointed out. She whipped around to face him. “But that’s fine,” he added, hastily. “Crying’s therapeutic.”

Amadeus apologized to her, said, “I’d forgotten Man Cryday and Zyla told me your wings used to look like that. It was one reason why I didn’t think you stood a chance of flying.”

“So what now?” Lucky asked.

Ji-ji had never seen the Dream Master so hesitant before. It spooked her. “There are no good options,” he admitted. “But Ji-ji’s right. We should let the chief know who she is. I’ve got a feeling Chief Josephine can be trusted, but I don’t know about everyone else. Ji-ji and I will go back and speak to the chief in private.” He ignored their protests. “She can decide if the children should be told. The rest of you head down to the Jeep. Wait for us till morning. If we don’t return, head back to camp and look for Afarra.”

Tiro, Lucky, and Ibrahim exploded into protests. Amadeus raised his hand to silence them and repeated the command more firmly than before.

Nasma and Starburst, convinced the chief wanted to snatch their offspring, were eager to leave. They took off down the path with their toddlers strapped to their backs.

Lucky went and stood beside Ji-ji. “Where Ji-ji goes, I go,” he stated. “Ibrahim, you can accompany the women to the Jeep, right?”

“I protect the Wingchild,” Ibrahim insisted. “It is my assignment.” A thin, serious man, Ibrahim was the only one skillful enough to drive along the hazardous upcountry trails.

Tiro walked to Ji-ji’s other side. “Sorry, Coach,” he said. “Your plan sucks. I go back to the village with you an’ her. That chief was full of herself. I’d bet money she was lying.”

Amadeus disagreed. “I don’t think she was lying. But did you notice the way she looked at you, Ji-ji? I think she may’ve already guessed who you are. No point in all of us taking a risk. Besides, Nasma and Starburst deserve protection too. No way they’ll go back to the village now. I’m asking you to trust me to look out for Ji-ji. I’ve got a good feeling about the chief.”

Tiro threw up his hands in frustration. “An’ I got a bad feeling this could be the worst move you ever made, Coach.”

Ibrahim shook his head and said, “The Friends charge me to guard the Existential.”

“It won’t work,” Ji-ji told them. “Not if we all go back. Lucky, think about it. They don’t trust you. You look … no offense meant. But you look like a steader. Makes ’em nervous. Ibrahim, I’m grateful for your protection, but I never asked for it, an’ it’s my choice, not yours. Some of us need to go back an’ search for Afarra.”

Lucky directed his indignation at Amadeus: “The plan you had to venture up here was bonkers, but I went along with it. This one’s even worse.”

The argument continued, but Ji-ji felt confident she and Amadeus would win. If they didn’t, she’d go to plan B—unfurl and take off. How could they stop her?

Eventually, the three men reluctantly agreed to the plan.

“Don’t follow us,” Amadeus warned them. “You’ll put us all in danger if you do. We need to win the chief’s trust.”

On the hike back up to the village, however, Ji-ji’s trepidation surfaced. What if Tiro and Lucky were right? What if revealing herself to the enigmatic chief was a terrible idea? Sure, she could take off in a hurry if she had to, but lifting off with a man the size of the Dream Master would be impossible. Yet how could she bear to leave him behind when all this was her idea?

They weren’t far from the village when Ji-ji heard a flock of birds take off. Then she realized she’d heard things in the wrong order. It wasn’t the rush of wings she’d heard first. It was the gunshot a split second before. But by then, she’d already been hit.



Amadeus rushed to shield Ji-ji and implored them not to shoot. “She’s the Wingchild!” he cried. Crouched over where she lay, he waited for the next bullet.

He heard shuffling on the path up ahead and looked up. A boy of about ten crept toward them. The gun he held looked absurdly large in his hand.

As if he were sleepwalking, the boy stated, “I kill her.”

Amadeus rolled Ji-ji over. She was unresponsive. He put his ear to her chest. Still breathing, thank god! Blood seeped from a wound in her shoulder. She must’ve hit her head when she fell. More blood ran down the side of her face.

“I kill for the village,” the boy said. “I aim at you, not her. For my sister Aminata.”

Amadeus lifted her up into his arms. The boy with the gun stood rigid on the dust path.

“Don’t shoot!” Amadeus said. “She needs help. We came back to speak to the chief.”

The boy looked confused. Amadeus noticed then that he wore a Lion King T-shirt from the old cartoon movie. The lion was a cub, like him. “You know the chief?” the boy asked.

“We met her this morning. Don’t shoot, okay? Chief Josephine wouldn’t want it. This person you shot is very precious to me. To the chief too.” The boy’s eyes darted everywhere. His chest heaved as if he was about sob.

Caught in a mental loop, the boy repeated, “I shoot for the village. I am the patrol today. The other one who patrols for us, he did not come.”

Amadeus realized he needed to take control. “What’s your name?” he asked, with the authority of a captain.

“My name is … I will not tell you. You are a stranger. Strangers are not welcome here. I shoot for the village. I am the patrol today.”

Amadeus spoke more gently. “We were here earlier, do you remember?”

“I am not here. I am hunting. I catch—see?”

The boy held up his left arm. Dangling from a rope were what looked like a brace of squirrels. Bush meat.

“Chief Josephine,” Amadeus said, “and Mr. Michael too—they would expect you to take us to the village.” The boy stood there paralyzed.

Amadeus took a chance and said, “They introduced us to Aminata when we visited earlier. Your sister, right?” Please don’t let there be more than one Aminata, he thought.

The boy seemed to hear him for the first time. “You meet Aminata?” he asked.

“Yes. We met Aminata. And Chief Josephine, and Michael. They will be very sad to see what happened, but I will explain—”

“It is not my fault!” the boy exclaimed. “You are strangers to me. This is too sorrowful! I mean only to scare you, but I kill her!” He dropped the bush meat and began to wail like a baby.

“Listen to me, kid. Listen! She is not dead. She is alive, I promise. But we must get help from the village. I’ll tell them it was an accident, okay?”

The boy, sobbing openly, turned and sprinted up the steep incline to the village. Amadeus followed with Ji-ji in his arms. The path seemed interminable. He tried not to think about how wet his arm was getting. Her blood, not his. Should be mine, he thought. Kid was aiming for me.

At last they reached the crest of the hill and entered the village. The boy ran ahead screaming, “I do not mean to kill! I am the patrol today! It is an accident!”

Amadeus found himself standing in front of Chief Josephine for the second time, surrounded by excited villagers. “She’s hurt!” he cried. “Help her, for god’s sake!”

Michael took Ji-ji from him (why did he let him do that?) and strode ahead with the chief. He and the rest of the village followed them in an excited procession to a single-story cinder block building with the word “clinic” painted in large white letters above the door. Amadeus heard at least one, and possibly several generators, kick in. He caught a glimpse of solar panels behind the clinic. They had power. He told himself it meant they would be equipped to help her.

The chief knocked on the door. Someone opened it—Amadeus couldn’t see who it was. Ji-ji was whisked inside with the chief and Michael, who closed the door behind them. Amadeus tried to follow, but the excited villagers kept steering him away from the entrance with cries of “No strangers!” Amadeus fought his way back to the door and tried to open it. Locked! He pounded on the door with his fists. No response.

Exhausted, Amadeus sank down onto the steps of the clinic. One by one, the villagers lost interest. Soon, he kept vigil alone. He didn’t know how long he’d been sitting there when someone placed a hand on his shoulder. He looked up. Aminata stood in front of him. He couldn’t understand why he hadn’t heard her as she dragged her unwieldy wings forward. Her brother stood beside her, head bowed.

“Kyrie is very sorry,” Aminata said. “He is a good boy. He does not mean to hurt.”

Without thinking, Amadeus pushed Aminata away. She stumbled back and tripped on her useless wings. Amadeus lunged forward in an effort to break her fall, but Kyrie was quicker.

“I’m sorry,” Amadeus said. “Forgive me. I didn’t mean to shove you like that.”

“I am sorry too,” the boy Kyrie said, as he helped steady his sister. “It is too easy to make an accident happen—yes?”

Amadeus tried to come up with a scathing reply but changed his mind when he again caught sight of the oldest surviving Rootback’s petrified wings—little more than tattered, rolled-up rugs, covered in dust and grime.

“We sit with you,” Aminata said. Not a question—an unexpected kindness. Somehow, Aminata’s compassionate smile made him more confident Ji-ji would survive.

The girl swept her awkward train to one side and sat down next to him. Her brother sat on his other side. Aminata’s odor was fungal, mycelial. It reminded him of overripe mushrooms.

And so it was that the three of them waited for what we all wait for when someone is sick—for the capricious world to turn merciful again.



They’d let him see her at last. Apart from a couple of nurses who drifted in and out to check Ji-ji’s vitals, he’d been left alone with her. Amadeus “I’m-a-God” Nelson sat in the room where Ji-ji lay as she recovered from surgery. His nickname mocked him. Ji-ji lay in an adjustable hospital bed. Amadeus couldn’t believe how small she looked. The bullet had entered her shoulder, but the surgery she’d had may not have revealed much about who she was. Furled, her subcutaneous, nearly weightless wings looked nothing like they did when she unfurled them, and he doubted they had high-tech diagnostic instruments in this remote rural clinic. The large, sphincter-like closures and the ridges around her spine were clearly visible, but the nurses took this in stride. Perhaps the intricate root system on her back hadn’t been revealed.

Earlier, Michael had opened the door to the clinic and ushered him to the room where Ji-ji lay. Once again, the Dream Master found himself obliged to follow someone who’d been intent on killing him—the recurring theme for this nightmarish day.

Amadeus couldn’t have told anyone how long he’d been sitting at Ji-ji’s bedside when Michael returned with Chief Josephine. They were accompanied by a friendly-looking woman in a white coat who came over to him and held out her hand.

“Good afternoon,” the woman said. They shook hands. “I am Dr. Leticia Haynes, but everyone calls me Dr. Letty.” If she was Liberian, it wasn’t evident from her accent, which reminded him of a flyer-battler he’d coached who was born in Francophone Africa. Everything Amadeus had planned to say rushed out of his mind in a torrent of anxious questions: “Will she be okay? When will she wake up? Did you remove the bullet?”

Dr. Letty assured him the surgery went well. “We’ve removed the bullet. We don’t think there has been much damage. She lost quite a lot of blood, but her blood type is unusual, so a transfusion seemed ill advised. She is healing at an unusually fast rate. The prognosis for a full recovery is good. Very good.”

Amadeus wanted to leap up and hug her, but the chief and Michael stood in the doorway and scowled at him, so he resisted the temptation to celebrate.

“You’ve seen her back?” the doctor asked him.

Warily, Amadeus nodded. “Yes,” he said.

“There is significant malformation. Do you know the cause?”

Amadeus didn’t want to say much till he got the chief alone, so his reply was evasive. “Not exactly.” True, in a way.

“You lie.” The accusation came from Chief Josephine, who stood at the foot of the bed.

Amadeus requested that he speak to her alone.

“Whatever you have to say can be said in front of Michael and Letty. Twice you have tried to sneak into our village to spy on us, Captain Nelson.”

So. She knew he was a Freedom fighter—information he’d hoped to divulge himself.

“You have an advantage over me,” he said. “How do you know I’m a captain?”

“The woman with the Rootback—Nasma, yes? My guards caught up with her when she ran off. She told them you are a captain. You serve in the army of Major Titus Greene—a Temne man who likes to play the Messiah almost as much as he likes money. Nasma is your first wife. The younger girl is your second. You fathered the Rootbacks.”

“What? She’s lying! I haven’t fathered anyone. Far as I know.”

Michael stepped further into the room. Amadeus noticed he was armed—with a gun this time. Michael took up where the chief left off. “Nasma is saying this girl is the Wingchild who flew in the Dream. She is seeing her wings with her own eyes. They shine like diamonds. She can change her magic wings into the wings of vultures or hummingbirds. Nasma swears she has seen it. Dr. Letty’s scans confirm the pair lie dormant in her back.”

Amadeus put his head in his hands and took a deep breath. Nasma’s loose tongue didn’t surprise him. She would say or do anything to protect her offspring. She probably lied about their relationship in an effort to protect her child by linking the kid to Captain America. He couldn’t blame her for that. Besides, the imaging equipment made further withholding of information pointless. He’d just have to hope all three of them could be trusted.

“Nasma is not my wife. But she told the truth about Ji-ji. This is Ji-ji Silapu, the Wingchild who flew in the Dream Coop.”

He hadn’t expected Chief Josephine’s eyes to fill with tears. The chief went up to the doctor and embraced her. Both women were crying.

“I told you, Letty,” the chief said. “I told you she was the Wingchild.” She asked why Amadeus hadn’t told them this from the start.

“There are spies everywhere,” he replied. “The steaders have penetrated the Eastern SuperState with their flock of parrots. They’re on the hunt for her.”

The chief agreed. “We have heard about these parrots.” Barely able to contain her excitement, she asked if there were others like her. “We have seen the video of the coop battle in D.C., but it was a pirated version, and the quality was very poor. Some among us believed it was a fake—like all those movies they made in the Age of Plenty. But some of us dared to believe. Your deception did not bode well. We feared you were parrots yourselves.”

“It was reticence, not deception. We meant no disrespect.”

“I hope that is true, Captain Nelson.” She asked him if the Wingchild could still fly.

Amadeus turned to the doctor. “What do you think, Dr. Letty? Will she fly again?”

“I am not familiar with her physiology. But assuming the bullet did not cause too much damage, I am hopeful she will make a full recovery.”

“Are there others like her?” the chief asked, breathlessly.

“I’m sorry. As far as we know, she is the only living Wingchild.”

This news came as a blow to all three of them, but accustomed to disappointment, they took it in stride.

“I have never seen anything like it,” Letty told them. “Her wings are barely visible on the scans. They must be virtually weightless. How do they support her? It is not physically possible.”

“No one can explain it,” Amadeus said. “The scientists in the E.S.S. were baffled.”

“I still do not understand,” Michael said. “Why did you return to us?”

“The Wingchild—Ji-ji. She insisted on it. She wanted to show you who she is.”

“But why?” Michael asked.

“We’ve heard stories. Toteppi legends about a tribe of Birdfolk. After my troops and I rescued Nasma and Starburst, we saw their offsprings’ backs. Then Nasma told us she’d visited this village years ago and seen a child with a similar affliction. When Starburst’s baby developed the same condition, Nasma thought it must be contagious.”

“So you did not come to gawk at our Rootbacks,” the chief said, “or to betray them?”

“No! We came back to talk with you in private. We wanted to let you know—Ji-ji wanted to let you know—that her back used to look like theirs at one time. She wanted the children to know that transformation wasn’t out of the question. Not to give them false hope, you understand, but to bring them comfort. That’s all.”

“It is not possible,” the doctor said. “Their backs are nothing like hers.”

Chief Josephine agreed. “Our children’s roots are dead. Revival is not possible. I have seen eleven Rootbacks in my lifetime. The rot spreads to their organs. It is a terrible way for a child to die.” Overcome, the chief moved away from the bed. Michael joined her. Soon, they were whispering to each other.

Dr. Letty, meanwhile, checked on Ji-ji and confirmed she was making good progress. “She is sedated. But in a few hours, she will be fully awake.”

Amadeus thanked her again. “Chief Josephine is pretty formidable,” he added, softly. “I knew a woman like her in the Disunited States. A lot older. She was a Toteppi tree witch.” He tried not to think about the fact that he’d used the past tense.

“Are you Toteppi?” she asked him. “Is she?”

Amadeus was usually reluctant to answer that question. But from the start he’d felt he could trust her. “I don’t know if I am,” he replied. “I was real young when I was snatched from here. But I’ve always suspected I may be. Ji-ji’s mother was Toteppi.”

“You were related to her mother?”

“No. I never met her. Why do you ask?”

“It is the way you are with her. Like a father, or an uncle. I am from Senegal myself. I came here more than ten years ago to study a new strain of Ebola. I had not intended to spend so much of my life here. But today, I am glad I did.” She looked over at Ji-ji and smiled. “She is a miracle. But our children are miracles too, and we love them. Never lie to the chief again, Captain. Lies are taboo here. Josie is our spiritual leader, and the children she protects would be snatched, persecuted, or killed if they were discovered. Apart from the scientists who used to study them, we don’t let anyone see them.”

Amadeus asked where the scientists came from.

“This was before my time, you understand. But I believe they came from C.H.E.S.S.”

“Chess? Like the game, you mean?”

“No. It’s an acronym. The Center for Humane and Ethical Science Studies. I think I’m right about that. Many years ago, when the center was still accessible via bush paths, scouts from the village discovered it had been raided by pickers and abandoned. Being a scientist is as dangerous as being Toteppi. The Wingchild used to be a botanical—yes?”

Amadeus winced. She apologized for using that term. “It’s fine,” he said. “I was also classified as a seed—an outcast—and raised on a planting. It still hurts to hear that name. Please—tell me more about this science center.”

The doctor told him that African researchers—some from other continents too—fled to the center to escape persecution. “But it has been decades since anyone has ventured up there.”

“Why is that?” Amadeus asked.

“It became inaccessible after the only bridge was washed away. Some of the equipment we have was donated by C.H.E.S.S. originally—generators, medical scanners. But now, much of the equipment has fallen into disrepair. But we make do—yes?”

Dr. Letty’s forthrightness encouraged Amadeus to ask a riskier question: “What about you, Doctor? Are you Toteppi?”

“No. Though some here trace their lines back to that ancient tribe. The chief herself may be distantly related to it. But Toteppi are almost wiped out. They are being hunted to extinction.”

“What about the Rootback children? Are they Toteppi?”

The doctor shrugged. “Some may be. We do not have the equipment to test for that. This was something the center—” The doctor stopped speaking. “Did you hear that?”

The noise entered the room from outside. A raucous crowd, shouting and yelling.

“What’s going on?” Amadeus asked.

“No idea,” the doctor replied.

Amadeus hurried to the window. Though dusk had almost descended, he was able to make out two figures being propelled forward through the crowd. “What the hell?” he cried.

He cranked the window open and leapt out. He pushed his way through the villagers to where the two were being held, their faces bloody.

“What are you two doing here?” Amadeus demanded.

“We came to rescue you,” Tiro told him.

“No, we didn’t,” Lucky said. “We came to rescue Ji-ji. Where is she?”

Aminata, standing nearby, said, “The girl is shot.”

“I am the killer,” Kyrie added.

“You killed her!” Lucky exclaimed. Tiro lunged toward the boy.

Amadeus put himself between Tiro and Kyrie. “She’s okay, guys. I promise. They’re treating her in that building back there. The clinic. It was an accident.”

“I do not kill her?” Kyrie said. His wide eyes filled with tears of relief.

Amadeus was ashamed. “No, Kyrie,” he said. “You didn’t kill her. Forgive me. I should have let you know the doctor thinks she’s going to be okay.”

Kyrie threw his arms around his sister and laughed with delight.

“You see?” Aminata told him. “I tell you she is magic. I feel it. You cannot kill magic.”

Amadeus saw that Chief Josephine and Michael stood on the steps of the clinic. The chief gave the order for quiet, and everyone fell silent. She asked one of the women what happened.

“They come with guns,” a woman shouted. “They mean to kill the Rootbacks!”

Amadeus tried to explain, but the chief ordered him to shut up. “I gave you one more chance, Captain Nelson,” she said. “But you are a follower of Titus Greene. I should have known you could not be trusted.” She said something to Michael in their language. He approached them.

“We are locking you in our holding cells. We will decide what to do with you later.”

The three of them tried to resist, but it was hopeless. Although half of the village were children, the villagers outnumbered the strangers thirty or more to one.

As they were dragged away, Amadeus called out to the chief: “Look after her, please! She did nothing wrong!” But the chief stepped back inside the clinic and slammed the door shut.






22 RETRIBUTION


Before the one-month deadline imposed by the deadbeat executioner, Delilah Moon made it back to D.C. and the only person in the entire world allowed to call her Sloppy.

She didn’t know whether Justice, that blind fairskin, had decided to take a nap, or if it was her own sheer determination that was responsible for her good fortune, and she didn’t care. All that mattered was that she was within a stone’s throw of diddling Dip’s doodles again. And though the derelict domicile she was scoping out may not look like a prize to most people, it was, in fact, a site of chronic carnal delight, a literal and figurative lust nest. Crouched behind overgrown shrubbery in front of the house she and Dip shared in common-law marital bliss, Sloppy found it difficult to contain her sense of encroaching triumph. The world may be slick with injustice, she thought, but my luck’s finally been fortunized.

Courtesy of Marcus Aurelius—who’d turned out not to be a total dick—she’d returned with a precious gift: a weapon. Courtesy of her own undercover prowess, she’d also returned with a secret she was still figuring out how to exploit. She could barely contain her excitement as she thought about blowing Chaff Man’s head off. She pictured the hapless executioner running around the living room like a headless chicken, till she realized he would spurt blood everywhere, which would be hell to clean up if it got on the navy rug with the white circles she and Dip found in a dumpster to replace the one Fish ruined when Tulip (prissy little Muleseed Tulip, of all people!) blew half his face off. Crouched down some twenty yards away from the house, Sloppy thought of the proverb “Seeds’ ignorance is steaders’ bliss”—a saying she planned to slam into reverse tonight. She’d need to be careful, of course. Sneaky. If Chaff Man’s three stooges were still around, it would be four against one. But apart from a few details like these, Delilah Moon was in the catbird’s seat. “This is the hour of retribution,” she whispered to the chill fall wind. “You don’t stand a chance against the force of nature that is Delilah Moon.”

She reminded herself that she couldn’t count on Dip as a fighter, not with her slew of disabilities and abject fearfulness—understandable in light of the torture she endured at the hands of steaders, who’d messed up her eye and face with that chisel-plow brand, chopped off part of her foot, and had their bloodthirsty search hounds ravage her arm to the bone almost. Dip could make a snail look speedy, so she’d need to be real careful when she launched her attack.

Sloppy found it hard to believe that Marcus had strategized with her about the attack after she told the truth about Chaff Man’s resurrection. Never before had a man offered constructive suggestions about how she could murder her enemies efficiently. If there was one man in the world she wouldn’t mind screwing pro bono it would be Marcus Aurelius, who understood where she was coming from without her having to explain it to him, and whose antagonism was targeted in ways hers wasn’t. He’d made her understand how dangerous it was to hate people indiscriminately. “An overabundance of bile is counterproductive,” Marcus said. “Better to stay cool and pick your targets the way a chess master decides his next move.” Sloppy wasn’t delusional; she knew she wasn’t a chess master like Marcus. But he said she had potential. Only person who’d said that to her before was Dip, so his compliment meant something.

Out of the blue, Sloppy’s confidence withered, replaced by fear. She could barely breathe; her heart banged against her ribs. Felt like she was having a heart attack. In the next few minutes, she could lose everything! Bolstered by her stash of ammo, she’d spent the whole journey back from the Madlands envisioning triumph. She’d ignored the risks—like how easily those bastards could kill Dip out of spite or carelessness. Hell, if her own aim was off, she could kill Dip herself by accident. Suddenly, her legs went limp. She toppled back onto her butt. If she killed Dip that would be it. Game over. Oblivion as far as she was concerned.

God knows there were times when she hated the ugly bitch for making her love her so much. Love made you weak. Look at her now, for example. She could barely lift the unwieldy gun cos her whole body was like an overcooked noodle. Sloppy told herself she could do this. Marcus had said she could when she’d found herself confessing to him she was a parrot-spy sent by Chaff Man and Lotter. He didn’t believe her at first. Said Chaff Man was dead. Took a while to persuade him the resurrected executioner was holding Dip hostage.

Once again, Marcus, the spoiled flyer, had shocked her by implying she had a choice. How many men had ever said that to her before? One—that’s who. The wizard, when he ran into her that day on the planting. Did the old Toteppi Tribal actually tell her she could either align herself with good or with evil, or did she imagine it? She didn’t know. But she did know Marcus said it. In response, she’d said, “If I align myself with evil—i.e., the steaders—you’ll kill me, right?” He’d looked at her with those big brown eyes of his and said, “Nope. Either way, Delilah, we’ll let you go. How can you rescue Dip if we don’t?” She’d nearly expired on the spot. Then Marcus shocked her even more. Offered to send one of his Invisible Men to help her Free Dip! She’d refused. Given that she still wanted the option to turn turncoat, being shadowed by a loyalist from Turnabout would be inconvenient. So here she was. Alone.

Ignoring her pounding heart and shaking limbs, Sloppy scrambled to her feet and crept closer to the house. She hid behind a scraggly hedge and peered through the grimy windows. She stayed low. Although it was dark outside, they probably had fancy light sensors or something to guard against intruders. The living room was dark. Empty. She crept around to the side and the back of the house and peered through those windows too.

Only when she reached the kitchen did she see a dim light on. It came from the lamp with the pink floral shade Dip bought for her for Christmas. She ducked down, scared someone had seen her. Why Dip thought she liked pink she’d never know. But Sloppy held onto it cos it would’ve disappointed Dip if she didn’t. Besides, having a light on the countertop was handy. It wasn’t a bad lamp when the light was on and the pink flowers on the shade got washed out and all you saw was a faint blush outline, and with its subdued light you didn’t notice the beat-up counter nearly as much as you did in daylight.

Sloppy left the kitchen window and crept a few feet over to the back door to see if it was unlocked. Behind her, the overgrown yard and the old wooden shed lay in darkness. If Dip was sleeping in the shed like she’d advised her to, she could wake up, run out, scream and ruin everything. Slowly, silently, she turned the knob. The doorknob squeaked. Shit!

She leapt inside, gun raised. Silence.

Five minutes later, she’d been all over the one-story house and searched every room. Hard to see in the dark when she couldn’t turn on any lights or use a flashlight. But she was 99 percent sure it was empty. Had they snatched Dip and hauled her back to the Territories? What would be the point? Dip wasn’t worth a cent at the TriCity auctionmart.

Sloppy started to shake again. Chaff Man and his goons must’ve killed Dip! All around her, the evidence piled up: piles of dirty dishes everywhere even though Dip was a neat freak; a couple of mice scuttling around even though Dip was a fiend with mousetraps; no fire going in the stove even though it was cold as a witch’s teat outside; and that smell. What was that smell?

She’d made her way back to the living room and was standing on the rug they’d bought together when she figured it out. The smell was located in the navy dumpster rug with the white circles on it that looked like eyes. Piss. Dip had trouble with her plumbing sometimes. Not her fault. The torture messed her up down there too. Dread took hold as she pictured what must’ve happened. They probably didn’t rape Dip—not if they still believed she was a Tainted STD-er. They must’ve gotten their jollies from frightening the piss out of her.

Sloppy’s plans changed on a dime. She wouldn’t simply execute them. She’d spend days torturing them the way the steaders on the 437th tortured Dip. “Turnabout is fair play, boys,” Sloppy murmured, the motto Marcus and his Invisible Men lived by. Too enraged to weep, she fled the stench of the living room and took refuge in the kitchen. She’d stayed too long in Turnabout, flirting with Marcus while the bastards splayed Dip out on the rug and did whatever they wanted to her, as if all the love Sloppy poured into her counted for a big fat zero.

She heard the sound before she really heard it. Voices! From the shed behind the house. Sloppy froze, listened more intently. Yeah. Voices all right. One voice—a man’s. Vengeance shot through her body like electricity. She gripped the gun tight in the sweaty fingers of her right hand. She didn’t creep out into the yard, she ran. Faster than she’d ever run in her life. Faster than she used to run to escape Casper’s lust. Faster than she ran from wild snarlcats and vicious stripers in the Freedom Race. Faster than she ran from giant gators in the Madlands. When she reached the door of the shed, she didn’t stop. She kicked it in and plowed on through.

The scene that greeted her didn’t make sense. “You’re not dead!” she cried.

Dip, very much alive, stood next to the executioner, who was gagged and tied up in a chair. She held a butchery knife to his gullet.

“Slop! Is that you for real? This one said you ain’t coming back, but I knew it was a lie. My Slop’s on her way, I said, cos the bitch is unstoppable.”

Only when Sloppy fell to her knees and wept with joy did Dip remove the knife from Chaff Man’s neck and limp over to her. She took the gun from Delilah Moon’s hands and gathered her up with her one good arm. Gently, as the bound executioner watched, Dip rocked her beloved to the end of desolation and all the way back to good fortune.



As Sloppy saw it, one of the main problems with the world was forgetfulness. Soon as the worst suffering was over, people started to forget how terrible it had been. Softies like Dip lapsed into compassion. Case in point—for the life of her, Sloppy couldn’t understand why Dip insisted on feeding their prisoner when starvation was an appropriate punishment for a mass murderer.

On the other hand, she had to give it to Dip. Who would have thought a Tainted Commonseed with a bum foot, a useless arm, and a fucked-up eye would be able to subdue a great hulk of an executioner like Chaff Man II? No one, that’s who. And although, after the shock of it died down, there was a part of Sloppy wished she’d had a chance to ride in on a white horse and save the day, as Marcus had impressed upon her, no point getting too bogged down with what-ifs. The time is here and now, he liked to say. Our only obligation is to live like it’s our last day on Earth.

So here they were, back doodling in their old bedroom, living like it was their last day on Earth. Granted, their bedroom still smelled of executioner; and granted, Sloppy was still scared Chaff Man would barge in on them like he did before. But she herself had reinforced his bindings, double-tied him to the chair, then tied the side of the chair to a heavy metal bed frame. With his wrists and ankles bound so tight they made welts in his pasty, freckled skin, the bastard wasn’t going anywhere. All they had to do now was figure out how to execute the executioner and dispose of his corpse like she’d gotten rid of Fish’s. Easy-peasy.

Sloppy couldn’t wait to be rid of Chaff Man, but first she acceded to Dip’s doodle request. Couldn’t help herself. Dip looked sexy as hell when she laid that butchery knife against Chaff Man’s stubble. Apparently, she’d bound him up several days ago, but so far she’d been reticent when it came to torturing. Dip liked to scare him with the knife, but all she ever gave him were tiny cuts on his neck—more like those nicks men get from shaving. Dip may be wily when it came to capturing, but she was a miserable failure when it came to torture.

In a fit of garrulousness after Sloppy had doodled her to distraction, Dip asked if she still had the blond porcelain figurine she gave her. If so, Dip wanted to put it back on the dresser.

“Sorry, Dip,” Sloppy said. “That bastard Crupper snatched it from me an’ threw it out the window.” A lie with a good intent, which therefore didn’t count as a lie in Sloppy’s opinion.

Dip was pretty bummed out about that, but she got over it in no time when Sloppy reprised the Trembling Chalice, Dip’s favorite original lovemaking maneuver—the kind of maneuver that would’ve made those Romeos who had gynecological maps in their heads in the Age of Plenty sick with envy. Sloppy wanted Chaff Man to hear Dip’s ecstatic moans and compare them to the groans of revulsion he used to hear when he plowed her in this very room while she dreamed about slicing his throat. Dip’s moans would cut him to the quick.

After Dip returned the favor and the sweet afterglow wore off, Sloppy found it difficult to relax. She napped for an hour or two at the most. She woke up in the wee hours, agitated by the irrational notion that their prisoner could have escaped, or the three stooges would return. She woke Dip, who swore Chaff Man was secure and the three were gone for good. During a housewarming celebration Chaff Man had thrown in his own honor last week, Dip said, Lotter’s thugs stole everything of value and skedaddled. Dip explained how Chaff Man’s unending drunken wails over his lost dog had driven them crazy.

“A week or thereabouts after Crupper returns from ferrying you to the Madlands is when Chaff Man throws himself a housewarming. Gets drunk an’ starts boasting. Claims he’s got SuperState dollars hidden where no one’ll ever find ’em. Crupper, Scullery, an’ Damon get drunk that night for courage, pee on the rug in the living room for good luck, an’ force the Chaff to fess up ’bout where he stashed the cash. Then they snatch his cash an’ his gun an’ take off.”

Even then, Dip said, she didn’t make her move. She bided her time and thought things through. “After that, Chaff Man was sober most of the time. At last I hit upon a plan. I’d add a teensy-weensy pinch of rat poison to his food. I put too little in his chicken n’ dumplings the first time, so I add a teensy bit more to my pot roast the next time. Bastard’s a sucker for my pot roast. He gobbles it down like he’s never tasted anything so tasty in his life. That night, I hear him groaning an’ moaning an’ roaring so loud he sounds like a snarlcat. I won’t describe the mess our bed was in. Let’s just say the soupçon of rat poison had an explosive effect.” Sloppy bristled. Since when did Dipthong Spareseed use words like soupçon for Chrissake? She caught sight of Dip’s ravaged face and tamped down her irritation.

Dip was still talking: “No way to salvage the mattress. Too soiled. So I dragged it to the dumpster an’ hauled back the one we stored in the shed after we got the new bed.”

Sloppy imagined Dip hauling a double mattress on her own. Once again, she found herself reassessing her lover’s capabilities. “How’d you get him out back to the shed?”

“Told him I had some medicine back there to cure him. Told him it was on this high-up shelf I was too infirm to reach. Said it was an instantaneous cure. Used one o’ them long words you’re a genius at using to fool him into thinking I knew what I was talking about. So I lug him out there with his arm wrapped round my shoulders an’ me limping, an’ him moaning up a storm, an’ me faking how keen I am to see him cured.”

“How come he didn’t catch on when there was no medicine?”

Dip’s good eye lit up. “That’s the thing, Slop. I already thought of that. Stored a bottle of cough medicine up high on that shelf. Scratched off the label so it would be incognito.”

“Christ Almighty, Dip! Remind me not to get on your bad side.”

Dip smiled her messed-up smile and looked bashful. God, she was a sight for sore eyes.

“So how did you tie the fucker up in that chair?”

“Made him lie on the floor at first. Cleaned him up good. Not for his sake, mind. For the smell. Couldn’t take it. He was half in, half out by then. At last I get him up on the chair an’ I say I’m scared he’ll fall off it. So I tell him I’ll wrap a strap round his stomach so he won’t keel over. He’s pretty much out of it by then. After he was good an’ secure, I gagged him. He catches on what’s up then an’ has a fit. He threw up, so I took off the gag so he don’t choke.”

“Who gives a fuck if the bastard chokes?”

“I do,” Dip replied. “I ain’t a murderer, Slop. An’ neither are you.”

Sloppy raised her eyes to heaven but didn’t argue. “His caller ring?” she asked.

“Nope. Not once. I been checking it. Got a couple messages but nothin major.”

“S’not locked then?”

“Nope. Lazy bastard deactivated the lock setting so he could keep checking it. Expected some message. That’s what he told the others ’fore they fleeced him an’ ran off.”

Sloppy worried that the message could be from Lotter. Surely he’d want to know what had happened to his parrot. Took a while for her to realize Lotter almost certainly didn’t give a damn about Chaff Man. Probably had a thousand parrots or more in his employ.

Dip wanted to hear about Sloppy’s time in the Madlands, so Sloppy shared a sanitized version of what happened. For example, she said she’d stolen the weapon she carried, escaped from Turnabout in the dead of night, and hitched a ride back from the Madlands, which was, to put it mildly, an exaggeration. She’d omitted the following: the treatment of POWs as pigs by Marcus and his followers (Dip wouldn’t approve); the fact that Marcus gave her the gun; the fact that she’d left in broad daylight and not snuck out; and the fact that she got a ride back in a delivery truck with a Turnabout sympathizer Lieutenant Feral arranged. What Dip doesn’t know can’t hurt her, Sloppy told herself, an approach that sounded uncomfortably like the saying she’d made up—“Seeds’ ignorance is steaders’ bliss.”

One thing she did share with Dip, however, was how changed Marcus was. Dip surprised her by not being surprised. “Always thought Marcus was multi-layered,” she said.

“Goddam, girl!” Sloppy exclaimed. “Since when did you study psychology? Guess old Sigmund Freud would be jealous over that erudite diagnosis.” Not surprisingly, Dip had no idea who Freud was, so Sloppy explained it for her in language she could understand as Dip looked up at her adoringly, as if her Delilah Moon was the brightest star in the entire universe.

Sloppy congratulated herself. She was still Dip’s protector, and she hadn’t disclosed anything that would keep Dip up at night either. Most of all, she hadn’t said a word about what she’d agreed to do for Marcus, ’specially as it wasn’t exactly settled yet, not in her own mind anyhow. Besides, the vow she’d taken when she’d laid her hands on a copy of Ellison’s Invisible Man and sworn fealty to the cause of Freedom wasn’t nearly as likely to cast you into hell as a Bible pledge. Lucifer wasn’t about to descend if you broke it and swoop you down into the bowels of Hades, or hell, or whatever shithole most men took you to.

The more she thought about it, the more Sloppy was convinced she’d never be a parrot with four wings. Double agenting wasn’t something she wanted to embark upon, and the plan Marcus laid out for her was suicidal. The last person in the world she wanted to get on the wrong side of was Arundale Lotter.

Then she remembered that the three stooges had stolen Chaff Man’s cash. Then she remembered she and Dip had Chaff Man’s caller. Then, most important of all, she remembered she knew something the Grand Inquisitor would pay big money to discover—something that could raise her above them all and take down her nemesis for good. Watch out, Jellybean Lottermule, Sloppy thought. Others can soar too. You just wait, bitch. You just wait an’ see.

By three A.M., Sloppy had given up on sleep. All she could think about was Chaff Man bound up in the shed and ripe for torment. Careful not to wake Dip, she eased herself out of bed, grabbed her gun, and tiptoed through the hallway, the kitchen, and the back door. The frigid air accosted her. Shit! She’d forgotten her jacket. Quickly, she tiptoed back to the bedroom and grabbed it while Dip slept like a baby. On the way back through the kitchen, she picked up a battery-powered lantern and a knife in case she wanted to draw things out. Not being a patient person, she figured it was unlikely. Be prepared was another motto she lived by.

Sloppy had broken the lock on the shed door when she’d kicked it in earlier. To guard against escape, after she and Dip jerry-rigged the door into place, they’d shoved the torn-up, weather-beaten loveseat they kept in the yard for sun basking in front of the door to hold it closed. The extra security wasn’t needed. Bound up tighter than an Egyptian mummy, the Chaff couldn’t get to the door even if a fire broke out.

Fire. Interesting. Till now, Sloppy hadn’t thought of killing two birds with one stone. No need to dispose of a body burnt to ash. She decided against this option. Fire brigades didn’t bother to respond to fires in this downtrodden section of D.C. Ergo, the fire could spread, and the house could go up in flames. She settled for a less flamboyant murder.

The loveseat was stubborn. Took her a while to push it out of the way, but eventually she managed it. She opened the wobbly door and held up the lantern. She half expected to find his chair empty, but there he was, trussed up like a turkey. He didn’t look up when she entered. Was he dead? Christ, she hoped not. Not before she’d had a little fun.

She strolled over to where he sat, stood behind him, grabbed his reddish-gray curls in her fist, and wrenched back his head. He woke with a groan that would have been a scream if he weren’t gagged. Felt good to have his hair in her hands, pull his neck back, and watch as his piggy eyes grew wide when he saw it wasn’t Dip the Softie but Demon Delilah Moon.

“Hey, Chaffy,” Delilah said, with fake sympathy. “How’s it going, hon?”

He shook his head in a pathetic have-mercy motion, the way his stupid dog Circus must’ve done a million times, the way the seeds he executed did on their Death Days.

“You’re a butt-ugly sonuvabitch, Cherub. The antithesis of a chubby angel. Don’t know what got into your mam to call you that.” She paused to let her words take effect. “Look what I got in my hand.” She held the knife up so he could see it. He remained motionless at first, but as soon as she relinquished her hold on his mop of orangey-gray hair, he squirmed in terror.

He wore the same expression a pig wears before you slit its throat, which made her think of the pigpen in Turnabout. Soon as she saw the pigsties the fairskin grunts lived in, she knew Turnabout was the perfect antidote to the years of abuse she’d endured. This was the pig who’d executed her mam. (Not that she could stomach her mam, but that wasn’t the point.) This was the pig who could have raped and killed Dip too, after he’d finished slurping up her food. Only reason he didn’t was cos he thought she was still a spoiled seed. Another reason to kill him slow.

Outside, the rain started to come down. The shed was waterproof for the most part. A minor leak over Chaff Man’s head—drip, drip, drip—and another, more sizeable leak in the corner. Within seconds, it began to pour. A blessing. It would be almost impossible for Dip to hear the bastard’s shrieks. Neighbors wouldn’t hear him either.

With the weather as her ally, Sloppy had the Freedom to do whatever she wanted. She dragged a three-legged stool over to where Cherub sat and sat herself down in front of him.

“Turnabout is fair play,” she declared. “That’s my motto from now on. Got it from Marcus. That’s a joke, by the way. A play on the name of the rebel headquarters in the Madlands.” He kept on weeping. “You’re dumb as a door, ain’t you?” She stretched her leg out and tapped his foot with hers. He squealed with fright. Sweet. “You got a motto, Chaffy?” The executioner shook his head. “Don’t worry. I got enough for both of us.”

She scooted closer. “You remember Trexie Millerseed?” He shook his head again. “Huh. Bet you didn’t even know her name. My dead mam’s a Dimmer ghost now like most of your victims. Pestered me to kill you for ages. I contemplated it each time you raped me.

“How many you killed, you think? Got no idea, have you, Chaffy? Bet you’ve lynched an’ pyred hundreds. Thing is, Chaff, my IQs way higher than yours. I know words you never dreamed of. I know how to use apostrophes. I even know the subjunctive, courtesy of that legacy school teacher bitch Zyla Clobershay—the one as had Jellybean Lottermule as her pet.”

He blubbered like a baby. The gag stuffed in his mouth made his sobs wheezy and weird.

“Let me tell you what the problem is. As I always say, the world is slick with injustice. Like some stupid ice rink. They used to have those—ice rinks, I mean. You know that, Cherub? Still got a few in the E.S.S., so I hear. Fairskin morons like you used to skid around on ’em. Falling down on your ass is hilarious when you’re confident the game is rigged in your favor. Skimmed over everything with blades on their pretty boots like steaders do today—figuratively, I mean. Used to cut up that ice like it was the back of a seed. Another metaphor that pokes a seed’s eyes out if she thinks about it too much. Me, I think the Age of Plenty was a fuckin rip-off. No way they used to let Blacks skate on them ice rinks. That whole equity narrative is a doozy. An’ yeah. I know I shoulda said ‘skate on those ice rinks,’ only I chose to be ungrammatical. My prerogative.” She leaned over and slapped his face hard. His muffled yowl thrilled her.

“You know what the best kinda love is? Agape—like ‘a’ then ‘gape.’ Means a kind of God-love. You heard the phrase gaping at someone?” Chaff Man moaned. “I’ll take that as a yes. Well, it’s the same word. ‘I’m all a-gape for you’ is what they used to say in the Age of Plenty. I’m all a-gape for Dip. She may be the worser for wear, but she’s frisky as hell when I’m around.” She cupped her hand by her ear theatrically. “What you say? What is it?”

The executioner was desperate to speak. The din from the pounding rain was way too loud for anyone to hear him. She pulled down his gag. It was damp with rain—or saliva? Yuk!

“Okay then,” she said. “Beg for your life, Big Boy. Go on.”

His body shook as he sobbed his plea: “P-p-please! D-don’t kill me! I got a dependent!”

“Ha-ha! That’s about as likely as me becoming a grand inquisitor.”

“C-C-Circus,” he hiccup-sobbed. “He depends on me. I’m agape for Circus!”

“Agape for Circus! You can’t be agape for a goddam dog! Circus is long gone, you stupid shit. Pomeranians ain’t exactly longevity prone. I hope poking that outcast was worth it.”

He wailed louder. It got on her nerves. “Shut up,” she commanded, “else I’ll knife you.”

Instantly, he obeyed. Christ, this was fun.

“Glad you sent me gallivanting to the Madlands, Cherub. I really am. Know why? Cos I found my calling down there. Discovered something too. Something that’ll blow the top off the Armistice capital when I tell Lotter what it is, an’ he shares it with the Grand Inquisitor.”

Chaff Man tilted his head up to the black sky and called out the name of his beloved: “Circus! Circus!” he cried. Something about his utter desolation made Sloppy feel fleeting sympathy for him. She needed to end this fast. She grasped the knife firmly in her hand. He saw it and began to shake his head so fast it looked like a seizure.

“No use arguing, Chaffy. You killed my mam—yeah, you did. An’ you raped me. Raped Afarra too. I watched every time. See that gap in the slats over there?” She pointed to the back wall of the shed. “That was my peephole. Felt sorry for her—I really did.”

She moved in closer. Chaff Man used to be chubby. Not anymore. “What happened to you, Chaff? You still got a dick? Crupper says no. Says you lost it.” She thought about checking but changed her mind. “Guess we all lose things now an’ again. I lost my virginity to Van fuckin Casper, my steadermate. When I was a seedling, I was conjoined with that bastard. Meanest motherfucker you ever saw. Made you look like a pussycat. Pun intended.”

The executioner let his head flop onto his chest. “Circus!” he wept. “My Circus!”

Sloppy got mad and told him to shut up. But the moron couldn’t shut up if he wanted to. Distraught was the only word she could think of to describe him. “Think of it this way,” she said, “I’m taking you outta your misery. S’a favor. I’m being merciful.”

She abandoned her plans to draw out the torture. All she wanted to do now was get it over with. Each time he cried out for Circus it was like he was kicking her in the gut. Like he was reminding her he wasn’t a pig after all, which was very inconvenient.

She stepped behind him, grabbed a wad of his curly hair in her hand, and pulled his head back again. But somehow, she got all caught up counting the freckles on his pale skin. The leak in the roof made him slippery. She lost her grip and dropped the knife.

At that instant, Dip barged into the shed. “NO! No, Slop!” she cried.

Sloppy, who’d bent down to pick up the knife, told her to go to hell and reached for Cherub’s scalp again. Dip sprang toward her and batted the knife from her hand. Sloppy let out a stream of curses but Dip didn’t back down, defiant in her sopping-wet nightshirt.

“What you think you’re doing, you stupid bitch?” Sloppy yelled.

“Saving your soul.”

“Don’t need saving.”

“Yeah, Slop, you do.” Dip reached out and tried to take her hand. Sloppy smacked it away. “Even if you kill me, I ain’t gonna let you murder him.”

“You’re telling me you’d die for this motherfucker?”

Dip looked crestfallen in the face of Sloppy’s question, but it didn’t change her resolve. “Yep. I guess I’d die for this motherfucker.”

Sloppy was genuinely flabbergasted: “You’d die for this piece o’ trash! Why?”

Dip shrugged. “Don’t know. Guess I know what it’s like to be dirt. An’ so do you, hon.”

Sloppy paused a moment then said, “This fucker executed my mam. I ever tell you that?”

“No!” Dip replied, taken aback. “You don’t talk about your mam much. You poor baby!”

Before Sloppy could prevent it, she was ambushed by a hug. The next minute she found herself weeping in the shed all over again.

“I got you,” Dip said, as she held on tight. “I got you, girl.”

“He needs p-punishing,” Slop cried, furious with herself for breaking down. She blamed it on the shed. It was haunted. A few times she’d come out here after Dip moved in and she could’ve sworn she saw Afarra wearing the dead wizard’s face as she walked right through the far wall, all self-righteous and ghoulified.

“You gotta forgive me!” Chaff Man’s voice startled them both. “We both done sinful things. You was a picker too,” he said to Sloppy. “Wasn’t just me.”

“What’s he talking about?” Dip asked.

“Who the fuck knows?” Sloppy replied. “Shut your mouth, Chaff, or I’ll shut it—”

“She was in on it too,” Chaff Man broke in. “The kidnapping. She was the one pointed the Cloth out to me on the Mall. Never woulda knowed it was her if she—”

Sloppy went on the rampage. Forgetting they’d tied the side of Chaff Man’s chair to the metal bed frame, she tried to kick it over. Her big toe—the one she’d suffered with during the Freedom Race—slammed into the chair leg. “Ow!” she howled. She grabbed hold of her foot. “I’m gonna KILL you!”

Dip had a look on her face Sloppy had never seen before. “Not Afarra!” she exclaimed. “Tell me Afarra ain’t the filthy outcast he spoke about—the one took Circus?”

“Wasn’t me, Dip, I swear! Was him! He parrots for Lotter! I had to do what he said!”

Dip looked at Chaff Man. “You kept her in here,” she stated, putting the puzzle pieces together at last. She turned back to Sloppy. “That’s why you’re scared to come back to the shed on your own. Holy Mother of God! What did you two do to her? Is she dead?”

Sloppy’s temper erupted. “How can she be dead, Dip, if she’s got Circus? Jesus!”

“What did you two do to her?” Dip asked again.

“She was real pretty,” Chaff Man said. “Prettiest Cloth I ever saw.”

Sloppy exploded. “She’s a filthy Cloth, for Chrissake! Casper poked her all the time on the planting. She was his favorite outcast by far. An’ I bet the bitch is living high on the hog these days with Freakshow, so don’t waste your time crying over spilt—”

Dip’s fist made contact with Sloppy’s face before Sloppy had a chance to duck.

“That’s for Afarra!” Dip cried, as Sloppy nearly toppled to the floor. “Who never did nothin to you. Never! You’re a bitter, jealous bitch, Slop. You’ll die alone an’ unloved.”

Sloppy’s stomach churned with hurtfulness, but her retort was full of bravado: “Ask me if I care, Dip. I don’t give a crap ’bout some filthy Cloth!”

Neither woman spoke for a while. The rain poured down. A rat scurried in to get out of the storm. Chaff Man looked from one to the other terrified of saying anything that could put him in even more jeopardy.

Sloppy was the first to speak. “So what are we gonna do then?” she asked, sulkily. “Can’t let the bastard go. He’ll rat on us.”

Chaff Man swore he’d never say anything about anything. Said he’d seen the light as he sat in that shed. He meant it literally. Said he’d seen an “apparition” in the dark. Felt it breathe down his neck with breath as cold as ice. “It’s him!” he wailed. “Uncle Dreg! The wizard they tried to get me to lynch. You don’t lynch a wizard. Do that an’ you’re doomed. I knew him back in the day. He was okay back then. Decent. Didn’t agree to lynch the Tribal till those fuckin father-men threatened to lynch Circus. You was there in the viewing coops, remember? All you seeds saw me stand up for him.” He saw he had their attention and spoke with more conviction.

“I seen him in The Margins one time. I was riding Blaster, that farty old mare belonged to Father-Man Brine. Coming back from—” He stopped abruptly, reticent about his old profession. “Coming back from my duties on another planting. Dreg was a errander for the cropmaster so he got to roam Free all over the Territories an’ beyond. I saw it.”

“Saw what?” Sloppy asked.

“Saw him rise up off the ground an’ hover five feet in the air! The skinny Tribal glowed like a goddam firefly! Then he sees me an’ he says if I tell anyone he’ll geld me. Says it’s not his time to rise for real yet. Says he’s got some shit still to do. Okay, okay. He didn’t say shit—that part’s me. But he said geld, like you use for a goddam horse! Thought I was safe after he died, but his black magic gelded me in the end. What I’m trying to tell you is I’m no threat to no one no more.” Sloppy smiled at Chaff Man’s clumsy use of a double (or was it triple?) negative.

Dip limped over to Chaff Man and spat in his face. “Uncle Dreg was worth a hundred of you,” she declared, in the furious, strident voice she reserved for when she was livid.

“We can’t just let him go,” Sloppy said. “An’ we can’t keep him here either.”

“I know,” Dip replied. She sounded very tired. She wouldn’t look in Sloppy’s direction. “I got an idea,” she said. She limped out into the rain.

“Where’s she going?” Chaff Man asked.

“Shut the fuck up,” Sloppy told him.

After several minutes, Dip returned, more drenched than ever. In her hand, she carried what looked like a poker wrapped in a heavy cloth. “Took me a while to heat it,” she said.

“Heat what?” Chaff Man cried.

Dip didn’t answer him. She unwrapped the poker. It wasn’t a poker.

When she realized what it was, Sloppy whistled in admiration. “Where’d you get that?”

Without looking at Sloppy, Dip said, “At the flea market. They got these stalls with Territorial paraphernalia, they call it. Territorial flags, those crappy wooden seedchips they used to give us as payment, shirts with seed symbols on like the ones we had to wear. Said it came from some exhibit they had at some museum on the Mall, but I didn’t believe him. Who’d go see crap like that? Got me this brander. Took a while to heat, but it holds the heat real good.”

Chaff Man began to speak in tongues—mewled like a cat, swore and cussed, pleaded.

“Hold the bastard down,” Dip said, her eyes glued on the executioner.

“Won’t work, Dip. If we let him go, he’ll tattletale to everyone. They’ll come for us.”

“Won’t matter,” Dip said. “No one’ll listen. Not with this bigass ‘F’ on his face. Bastard’ll be lucky if he lasts a day out there with a face like that.” As Chaff Man screamed, Sloppy at last understood why Dip was so confident. “F” for Friend of Freedom—the brand reserved in the Territories for fairskin traitors. Fairskin citizens had a right to arrest them on the spot and kill them if they resisted.

Sloppy offered to do the branding: “Hand it over, Dip. I got a firmer grip.”

“No,” Dip said. “I’ll do it. Hold his face steady.”

Sloppy could see how resolute Dip was and didn’t argue. She gripped the executioner’s wet face in her hands while she mentally conveyed to Trexie-Dim this was the best she could do for now. S’only temporary, Mam. I’ll catch up with the motherfucker later, don’t you worry.

More merciful than the steaders had been when they’d ruined her eye with the chisel plow brand, Dip planted the “F” on his cheek. For Sloppy, his shrieks and the burning smell that accompanied them were less satisfying than she’d anticipated.

As soon as she was finished, Dip threw the brand on the wet floor and undid Chaff Man’s bindings. “We’re gonna leave the bastard in the roughest part of the city,” she said. Chaff Man whimpered and nearly passed out. “Point your gun in his direction. If you move a muscle, Chaff Man, Slop’ll shoot. Don’t need to tell you she’s itching for an excuse.”

Two hours later, the rain had died down and the couple were back at the house sans executioner. All Sloppy wanted to do was go to bed. “Hope we’ll be safe here now,” she said.

Dip still hadn’t looked at her. Not once. It scared her.

“Don’t matter either way,” Dip said.

“What are you talking about, you silly bitch?”

Dip didn’t reply. She simply limped into their bedroom, grabbed a bag, and packed it. Sloppy stood by, incensed.

“You can’t leave me,” Sloppy said.

“Watch me,” Dip told her.

She paused and said, “I wanted to adopt those four kids to make up for the womblings I got rid of, but you don’t trust yourself around kids. Figure that’s why I’m being punished—cos I never made good on that promise. Guess I’ll try to make up for that now I’m on my own.”

“If you leave, I’ll kill myself,” Sloppy threatened.

“No you won’t,” Dip said, as she pulled underwear out of a drawer. “You’re too selfish.”

“I HATE you! Just cos of that dumb outcast?”

Dip looked up at Sloppy for the first time since the kidnap revelation and said, slowly and deliberately, “Remember what I told our Friend the executioner? Well, honey, here’s the truth I been striving to ignore. Uncle Dreg is to Chaff Man what Afarra is to you.”

Sloppy stood by the bed dumbfounded as the worst thing anyone had ever said to her in her entire life flailed around the room so fast it gouged the wallpaper.

Dip heaved her bag off the bed, grabbed one of their worse-for-wear umbrellas, donned her heavy raincoat, slammed on her rain hat, and walked out. Just like that.

For hours, Sloppy sat on the bed unable to comprehend what had happened. She bit her trembling lip till it bled and concluded she couldn’t remain in the house either. Wasn’t safe. She should head out to the other side of the city and find Bettie. She and Planting 437’s senior midwife had kept in touch on and off. She’d stay with Bettieann till she got her bearings.

Ever since she purchased Dip from Lotter, Sloppy had been the one who decided what to do next. Stunned by the cruelty of Dip’s Afarra analogy, she felt unmoored. She hated the Chaff, hated the Cloth, hated Jellybean. Only problem was, she didn’t hate Dip. She loved her to pieces.

She was about to leave for good when she heard buzzing. Took her a while to figure out where it was coming from.

Eventually, she found the culprit in the kitchen. Chaff Man’s caller was having an epilepsy fit by that stupid lamp Dip gifted her. Its stupid pink flowers punched her in the gut.

Gingerly, she picked up the caller. It was dented and sticky, and the cover was cracked. The message wasn’t signed nor was the number apparent. Not that she’d recognize it if it was.

Unaccustomed to handling technology, she was wary of doing anything except read it. For all she knew, the person who sent it could spy on her. Just in case, she switched off the battery lamp and read the message on the lit-up screen in the dark.

It was an order. Chaff Man was to report to B & B—wherever that was—in the Twelfth Sector of Armistice in a week from today at eight P.M. “Month’s up,” the message said. “Bring all relevant info about T and M.S.”

Took Sloppy less than two seconds to solve that puzzle: “T” was Turnabout; M.S. was Marcus Shadowbrookseed. Had to be. Lotter wanted Chaff Man to report on what she’d learned.

Armistice, the worst place for seeds to venture into in the entire Disunited States. Even Marcus hadn’t asked her to go up there. Just asked her to lie to Chaff Man about the Freedom fighters’ readiness and leave it to the executioner to parrot the wrong info to Lotter. She’d be crazy to go there in person. Soon as Lotter saw her, he’d march her off to that Decipula prison she’d heard about where they tortured botanicals then left them to rot. And yet … if she played her cards right and gave Lotter what he wanted, this could be her big break. She had seven days to decide which side to cozy up to. With the ungrateful slut gone, what did she have to lose?

Her only consolation: Dip had forgotten about their cash stash under the floorboards in the living room. Sloppy marched to the living room, pulled aside the peed-on navy rug with the creepy white eye circles that always looked like they were accusing her of something, pulled up the floorboards, and reached down into the narrow pit. She took out every dollar from their treasure hole and stuffed it in her bag. If the bitch returned for it, she’d be out of luck.

She was already headed south toward the midwife’s house when she changed her mind.

Midwife Bettieann got on her nerves. The old bag whined nonstop about Lua Petrusmule dimmering her, et cetera, et cetera. Who cares? Sloppy would be bored out of her mind in less than an hour. Going down to the Madlands was the most daring thing she’d ever done. Why stop there? Why not feed the misinformation directly to Lotter—the same shit she’d promised Marcus she’d feed to Chaff Man? Why not tell him the secret she’d overheard? She didn’t owe loyalty to anyone. And without Dip to worry about, she could keep the reward for herself.

No one would ever again tell her what to do or how to feel. Serve Dip right if she heard her incomparable lover got killed being heroic.

She turned and headed for the city’s North Gate, which necessitated retracing her footsteps and passing right by their front door again. She tried to resist the urge to enter the house and couldn’t. It was like their domicile was magnetized.

Inside, she cussed herself out as she stuffed half the cash back down the hole along with a note that took her ten minutes to write and even longer to find a scrap of paper and pen to use.


Gone to Armistice to fight for Freedom. Probably going to my DOOM. Wasn’t my idea to poke the Cloth. Tried to stop him. I never said I was an angel. Not even Angel Jellybean could soar up to your high expectations. (That’s a pun in case you’re wondering.) You got rid of those four womblings of yours so I figure we’re even when it comes to sinfulness.

—Delilah, a.k.a. the suicidal parrot with four wings

P.S. Another thing—I’m the best thing ever happened to you.



For the final period, Delilah Moon dug the pen in so hard it left a hole in the paper.






23 SCION


Lord Commander Lotter arrived for his morning check-in. He ignored the two nursing sisters and looked over at Man Cryday, who shook her head, an almost indetectable stiffening of his body the only sign that her response had flayed him.

Lotter walked up to the monstrous four-poster bed and ordered them to show him Bonbon’s back. Man Cryday and the two indentured nurses she’d grown to trust eased Bonbon onto his side, careful not to dislodge his breathing tube. The boy’s back was pitted with countless tear-shaped ulcers. The stench had almost gone, but his feelers had turned gangrenous.

Lotter flinched at the sight of it. “His wounds look … they look like…”

“Purple tears,” Man Cryday said. “The child weeps for us all.”

She expected Lotter to snap at her, but he said, simply, “Take him off the ventilator. I give you permission.”

“We can remove the breathing tube?”

“Yes.”

“You realize he won’t last long after we do this?”

Lotter cleared his throat and said, “He’s a good boy. Don’t let him suffer.” His use of the term boy, a violation of the terminology statutes, made him almost sympathetic. “And keep a light on,” he added. “Oletto’s scared of the dark. Sees monsters. I tell him they don’t exist, but he doesn’t believe me. There’s a book in the drawer by the bed—The Little Prince. His favorite. Read it to him. He likes that.” Lotter looked at his boy one last time and left.

A short time later, after Man Cryday sent a message to Clay informing him of the decision to take Bonbon off life support (a decision Lotter wouldn’t bother to mention to him), Clay stormed into the palatial sickroom.

“Over my dead body!” he yelled. “Touch him an’ you’ll regret it!”

“It is done already,” Man Cryday informed him.

“Undo it then!” he cried. “Push the tube back down his throat, witch! Do it!”

“No,” Man Cryday said. “The child has suffered enough. It is time.”

Clay grabbed the nearest object he could lay his hands on—a garish ornamental plate—and hurled it across the room. It shattered near Man Cryday’s feet.

“That was helpful,” Man Cryday observed.

“Shut up, bitch! I’m warning you.”

As the nursing sisters dealt with the shattered plate, Man Cryday walked over to where Clay stood. Out of respect for his mother, she spoke to him as she would speak to someone she didn’t despise. “It would be cruel to prolong his suffering. Look and see for yourself.”

She steered him to the head of the bed and showed him Bonbon’s back: a ruination.

Clay stepped away from the bed, covered his face with his hands, and sobbed. A guard rushed in and asked if everything was all right. Clay swore at the guard, who hurried out again.

He looked at Man Cryday with red-rimmed eyes. “It’s over,” he conceded. Like Lotter, Clay had failed to hide how much he loved the boy.

Against her better judgment, Man Cryday asked if he would like to keep vigil with them.

The question offended him. “You keen to watch the Hybrid suffer, witch?”

“I thought you may want to be here for your brother. Reflect on the times you shared.”

“You saying he’s gonna wake up?”

“Unlikely. He is heavily sedated. We are trying to make him as comfortable as—”

“What’s the point then? Do what you gotta do an’ leave me out of it.” He paused at the door and said, spitefully, “You’ll be next in line, witch, so why don’t you reflect on a few things yourself? As I said before, he likes things clean an’ put away.” Man Cryday wasn’t sorry to see him go. Like all weak people, Clay prioritized his own suffering. In the role of the loudest mourner, he would irritate her to the point of confrontation. The women could now usher the poor child from one state to the next in peace.

They expected Bonbon’s condition to deteriorate rapidly. As it turned out, the boy had just enough stamina to breathe on his own. The day dragged on into night, and still Bonbon fought for each tortured breath. Man Cryday was grateful for the company of the dedicated nursing sisters. The facial brands on their cheeks, which identified them as botanical nursing assistants, no longer incensed her. The grueling hours she’d spent with them had gradually changed how she viewed the cross-and-ivy brands—appalling violations, yes, but also battle scars like the ones Freedom fighters carried.

The nuns had grown fond of Bonbon. In spite of their faith, this final journey was hard for them. Sister Yasmee—in her early twenties and by far the youngest of the two—wept quietly.

“Don’t cry, Sister Yasmee,” Sister Irmalene said, with the stoicism a devout woman calls upon in later middle age. “We will miss the dear child. But it is as God wills it.”

Man Cryday, who had little patience for patient resignation or orthodox religion, found it impossible to keep her expression neutral.

“You disagree, Dr. Cryday?” Irmalene asked, even though the debate was a stale one, so the nun knew exactly how the Tribal healer felt about orthodoxy.

“Your God may be many things, Sister Irmalene,” Man Cryday informed her. “But I do not think he wants this child to suffer any more than you do.”

Fearing Man Cryday’s words would be deemed heretical, Irmalene’s eyes darted toward one of the surveillance cameras. In the practiced voice of a captive, she said, “We must not view this through the lens of tragedy. As caretakers, we should reflect and pray during this final leg of the journey to Christ. Isn’t that right, Sister Yasmee?” Sister Yasmee, who was easily intimidated, looked at them shyly through regime-issued glasses, afraid to side with either one.

Man Cryday got the last word: “The same tired narrative has been recycled for centuries. Pious selflessness on the part of women encourages puerile selfishness on the part of men.” Sister Irmalene pursed her lips in disapproval.

As Bonbon’s discomfort increased and Irmalene’s pious preaching intensified, Man Cryday’s impatience boiled over into exasperation. She snapped at the two nurses, told Yasmee to shut up, and called Irmalene an idiot. Twice.

The Gardener of Tears had to admit the truth to herself: she resented Bonbon for being too loveable. Clay had been right about his little brother’s character. Throughout his ordeal, the sick boy rarely complained. In fact, when he flitted in and out of consciousness, he often tried to make his nurses feel better, as if he sensed how difficult it was for them to see him suffer.

If only she could see the child smile one more time before the end—see that cute front tooth in the middle of his upper gums, the one that threatened to crowd out the others. Years ago, Ji-ji told her that Silapu took her infant’s “center tooth” as a sign. Silapu said it reminded her of her own father’s tooth and invoked the Toteppi saying, “Same mouth, same words.” One day, Silapu claimed, Bonbon’s voice would boom out across the bush. Silapu was wrong about a lot of things, Man Cryday thought. This was no exception. Bonbon would never see his mother’s homeland. His body would be buried in this City of Cages in an unmarked grave. Or, worse still, gawked at and experimented on as the body of a freak. Steaders spooked by difference would co-opt and distort the puzzle of his back.

The Disciple Bells clanged five times to signify morning. The sound of the bells rung by the twelve Holy Handmaidens in the bell tower echoed through the city’s twelve sectors and bullied into wakefulness thousands of branded botanicals forced to labor in Armistice. The mournful sound of the bells merged with the regret Man Cryday felt. Even though Dregulahmo had asked her to look out for Zaini and her boys should anything happen to him, as far as Tiro was concerned, she had done a very poor job of it, having quickly decided Tiro was unsalvageable. Not that elders could graft their own experience onto the young and jumpstart them on the road to maturity. In horticulture, the process of grafting the scion onto the rootstock to enable them to grow together was much easier to accomplish. Humans—young males, in particular—resisted that type of interference. Nevertheless, she could have worked much harder to persuade Tiro to trust her. Instead, she’d blamed him for Dregulahmo’s death.

She wished she could take her great-nephew hand in hers and tell him to let go of some of the fear he carried that drove him to act like a moron. She wanted to impress upon him that bluster and avoidance were no substitute for honesty. She wanted to warn him that knee-jerk reactions can evolve into stubborn habits and deep-rooted character flaws if we refuse to interrogate them. Soon, your flaws construct a cage around you, till one day you discover you’ve locked yourself inside the dark with the monsters you’ve spent your life running away from. You realize it’s too late to argue with your brother, too late to make up for the fact that your pride routinely torpedoed your good intentions. Both she and Tiro had lost brothers to execution. Why did it not occur to me, she thought, how deep that river of grief ran inside both of us, and how much we could have comforted each other? She would never get the chance to tell him that now.

Bonbon slept peacefully at last. The clang of the bells hadn’t bothered him; the band of sun that shone through the crack in the curtains to stripe his pretty cheeks with light hadn’t disturbed him either. Man Cryday slumped back into her chair as tension drained from her body. For once, he wasn’t in pain.

Briefly, she considered reading The Little Prince to him. But her advanced years had a different idea. Soon, she nodded off. In her dream, her brother appeared.

“Where is my Testament?” he asked.

“Lotter has it,” she told him.

Prophet Dregulahmo biffed her on the head.

“Ow! What are you doing, brother?”

“Knocking some sense into you,” he said in Totepp. Or was it English?

“Are you dead?” she asked him. It seemed like an important question.

“Only in the dream, sister. Only in the dream.”

In the neighboring distance, Man Cryday heard someone cry out. She looked for her brother, who’d disappeared. Isn’t that just like you, brother? Not here when the boy lies dying.

Yasmee’s frantic shouts catapulted her into the present. Man Cryday turned to see the young sister leap up from her chair and grab Irmalene’s shoulder.

“Look, Sister! Man Cryday, look! His feelers! They’re moving!”

Irmalene, also guilty of taking a nap, wasn’t impressed. “They always move, Sister Yasmee,” she answered, drowsily.

“No,” Yasmee cried. “Not moving like before! They’re growing! Look!”

Man Cryday jumped up and thrust out her arms to warn the sisters to stay behind her. Carefully, she pulled back the white sheets. The two rotting protuberances, the festering feelers that had caused the boy unspeakable pain, were evolving into something entirely different. His gangrenous sproutings seemed to heal themselves as they watched. They spread out on either side of him in a wafer-thin, see-through network of light-filled purple veins and tiny reflective flaps. The strange pair branched out even more till they cascaded over either side of the bed in shimmering waterfalls. Each tear-sized purple flap unfurled like a petal.

Irmalene crossed herself and prayed so fast Man Cryday could hear the sister’s dentures click. Yasmee fell on her knees and gave thanks.

Man Cryday, with a reverence she reserved for trees, lifted the tip of his wing as light pulsed through it. The wing was weightless, wondrous.

All at once, the entire room blazed as if on fire as a blast of light coursed through Bonbon’s body, rapidly replaced by a soft purple glow that rippled along the hundreds of tiny wing flaps like wind through a field of wheat. Time was suspended; space made room for revelation. Man Cryday heard Sylvie Mothertree call out to her kith and kin in a chorus of rustling, contrapuntal voices. The metal lynch tags hung from Sylvie’s branches shriveled. In their place, a riot of conjoined silvery-purple blossoms rippled like water in the breeze and lobbed light back at the sun.

Soon, the men would come. The Lord Commander and Grand Inquisitor Worthy would encroach upon this sacred space and claim ownership of everything inside it. But for these few precious moments, the three women were alone with the Wingchild. Not even the guards disturbed them. For now, they had the miracle of the Flying African all to themselves.

Bonbon opened his eyes. He looked at the Gardener of Tears and said, “Hi, Man Cryday,” as if the two had spent many happy days in conversation.

“Hello, little bird,” Man Cryday said.

Bonbon smiled up at her, the center tooth his mother loved prominently featured in the smile a foolish dentist wanted to turn orthodox. “Ji-ji is on her way to visit me,” he said. “We’ll sing together like birds in a cage.”

Man Cryday smiled back. “Yes, little bird. That is a good dream to hang onto.”

This child must never be kept in a cage. FREEDOM! ricocheted through her head.

The Gardener of Tears had been ready to die for him. Now, she would live to see him fly!



Arundale Lotter, Lord Commander of the Territorial army and Twelfth Cropmaster of Planting 437, stood at the foot of Bonbon’s bed beside Grand Inquisitor Fightgood Worthy. To preempt a dismissal, Clay, who’d sprinted to the sickroom as soon as Man Cryday’s joyful message reached him and had arrived before they did, made a hasty exit. The Grand Inquisitor permitted himself to smile when he saw the metamorphosis Lotter’s seedling had undergone. His smile was calculating, sinister. It made Man Cryday shiver.

Lotter looked from Bonbon to her. “Is he cured?” he asked, incredulously.

“He has evolved, yes,” Man Cryday replied. “But there is still a long way to go.”

Cautiously, Lotter moved to the head of the bed. “Is he sleeping?”

“Yes,” she replied. “I gave him a sedative. His body has been through a lot. It is not clear if he knows how much he has changed. We do not wish to alarm him.”

Lotter placed his pale, bent-fingered hand on Bonbon’s forehead. “No fever?” he said.

Sister Irmalene answered: “Your seedling’s temperature is normal.”

“How did you do this?” Lotter asked.

“We administered infusions,” Man Cryday replied, “and focused on breaking his fever. We allowed his body to heal itself—for now, at least.” She nearly added, “And we read The Little Prince to the little prince,” but with Worthy in the room it would have been foolhardy.

Unsure if Bonbon could furl or unfurl his wings, and mindful of how difficult Ji-ji’s transition from blossoming to flight had been, Man Cryday emphasized that Oletto’s ordeal wasn’t over, though his spectacular transformation was a very positive sign.

With his shimmering wings arranged over chairs placed on either side of the massive bed, it looked as if Bonbon was sleeping on a blanket studded with amethysts. The splendor and incongruity of his wings made the man they called the Father of the Angel almost giddy. If Bonbon’s metamorphosis became public, the cultists who worshipped Lotter would grow more zealous. But for literalists like Supreme Leader Sessill Morson, there could be no more treasonous act than concealing a “Winged abomination” in the heart of the Father-City. For Lotter and Worthy, Bonbon was their most spectacular asset and their greatest liability.

“His wings are as lovely as hers,” Lotter murmured.

Man Cryday acknowledged that their wings were very similar. “But the structure is different in some ways. Others more familiar with biomechanics—aeronautical engineers, ornithologists, geneticists, and kinesiologists—they may know what these changes indicate.”

“When will his seedling fly?” Worthy asked. It marked the first time he’d spoken.

Man Cryday looked the Grand Inquisitor in the eye. “It is too early to say if he will.”

Worthy’s eyes narrowed in annoyance at her forthright tone. “Then you’d better make sure he does fly, Sarah. A freakishness of this magnitude must be moderated by functionality. For your sake and for the sake of your nursing assistants—I can see you’ve grown fond of them—the Twelfth’s seedling must fly. And soon.” Anxious not to give Worthy an excuse to remove her from Bonbon’s care, she nodded submissively.

Satisfied, Worthy turned to his co-conspirator. “Well, Lord Commander,” he said, “these seeds have the situation in hand. We must head to our meeting.” He turned to Man Cryday and said, “You did well, Sarah. You have surprised me. The Lord Commander said you would. When I heard you speak, your crude Tribal accent indicated dimwittedness. But that is not who you are, is it? I wouldn’t be surprised if that ugly accent of yours was a ruse.”

In the face of these insults, Man Cryday’s blank expression revealed nothing.

“We need samples sent to the lab,” Worthy continued. “I want to know what the seedling’s wings are made of and how they work. Come, Lotter. We have work to do.”

As he left the side of Bonbon’s bed, in a move that many would think was accidental, Lotter brushed his hand against his son’s.

Worthy led the way, so Lotter was able to pull Man Cryday aside and pretend he wanted to question her further about his seedling’s condition.

“Don’t react,” he whispered. “Jellybean escaped. But she’s still in danger.”

Feigning ignorance, Man Cryday whispered back, “Then the sister and brother both have obstacles to overcome.”

Worthy noticed Lotter had fallen behind and called over his shoulder: “Come, Lotter.”

As soon as the two co-conspirators left, Yasmee flung her arms around Man Cryday and Irmalene and cried, “He is transformed! We are all safe now!”

A look passed between Man Cryday and Irmalene. Their situation was still precarious, but why tell the young nun what lay ahead before they had to? “Yes, we are safe,” they agreed.

As relief and joy spread over Sister Yasmee’s branded face, Man Cryday vowed to herself to help Free this young nun too. Sister Irmalene, who loved Yasmee like a daughter, would undoubtedly assist her. Nor could she forget the dozens of Toteppi prisoners and other seeds imprisoned in the infamous Decipula. But as a captive herself, how could she Free any of them? Lotter had surprised her by keeping his word and revealing the secret she already knew. But if she didn’t find a way to get Bonbon out of his pretty cage, he would never see the sister who loved him. What I need now is a plan, she thought. What I need now is a … What?

Her options were few. Not few—singular. She alighted on her sole option and told herself it could work, though it would require her to summon every ounce of persuasive ability she had. Nothing could deter an octogenarian Toteppi who lived by the creed her tribe had instilled in her. She repeated it in her head: Elders have a sacred obligation to save a future they won’t live to see by making sure the young live to see it. She looked down at Bonbon, who slept like a baby.

She had a plan. This time it would work.

All I need now, she thought, is a Hybrid.



To the hollow clang of the Disciple Bells at five in the morning, Clay entered Bonbon’s room where Man Cryday slept on a cot near her patient’s bed. He hadn’t bothered to knock, nor did he provide her with an explanation for why he was there. He simply ordered her to get up, get dressed, and follow him. “Follow you where?” she asked. He didn’t reply. Is he taking me to my execution? she thought, hoping for Bonbon’s sake he wasn’t. Clay ushered her through a maze of featureless corridors, and into a small room where Lotter sat behind a table. Outfitted in his ceremonial crimson uniform, with gold epaulets and numerous medals, he looked at least a decade younger than he was. “You two took your time,” he complained. “Sit.”

Clay pushed Man Cryday toward the chair, put his hand on her shoulder, and pressed her down unceremoniously onto the metal seat. Lotter reached into the satchel and withdrew Dregulahmo’s Testament of Faith. The Gardener of Tears caught the soil-encrusted scent of the manuscript, which filled her with longing for her tribe of trees.

“I’ve read it,” Lotter told her. “Most of it anyway. I’m curious about some sections.”

“I thought you planned to have it rewritten.”

Lotter stroked his steader beard and stared at her with his penetrating blue eyes. “Tread carefully, witch. You are no longer irreplaceable. I expect you to answer truthfully. If you don’t, Sister Yasmee will pay the price. Penal Plaza is no place for a nun, don’t you agree? Our clerics strip offenders to the waist prior to a public flogging—men and women both. Sister Yasmee strikes me as someone who would find that process mortifying.”

Man Cryday opened her mouth to speak, but Clay got there first.

“Tell the Lord Commander everything you know, witch. Don’t beat around the bush.”

Lotter’s voice dripped with sarcasm: “Atta boy, Clayton. See how the tree witch trembles whenever you open your mouth. Go stand in the corner and leave this to me. Well? Go on.”

Clay shuffled to the corner where he stood dejectedly.

“I should inform you,” Lotter went on, “that Zyko would escort the sister to Penal Plaza. He may feel the nun would be less tempted to blab if she had first been relieved of her tongue.” If Man Cryday harbored any notion that Arundale Lotter’s relationship with Bonbon had softened him, that hope deserted her. Killing him would gratify her immensely.

“You’ll cooperate?”

“Yes. But if you hurt Sister Yasmee, Bonbon will suffer. He is very fond of her.”

“You’d better cooperate then,” Lotter said, brusquely. “We both know what’s at stake. Now, tell me about these Flying Africans, the ones Dreg writes about in his Testament of Faith. Did they exist? Or were they just some story invented to console slaves?”

“Stories are as real as anything else,” she replied evasively. He had her at a disadvantage. She should have read the Testament with care when she had the chance. “What is life,” she continued, “but a story etched onto the fabric of time and space?”

“Platitudes won’t keep Sister Yasmee safe. Dreg writes about these Flying Africans as if they existed.” He rifled through the manuscript, found the section he was looking for, and read it aloud: “And thus it was that an enslaved people translated themselves into the thing they desired most—ascension. When the soles of their blistered feet rose from the earth, they were the happiest, most implausible people who ever lived.” He paused, waited for her to say something. When she didn’t, he added, “So. These Flying Africans—real or a story?”

“My brother believed they were real enough.”

“And what do you believe?”

“I believe that Ji-ji and Bonbon are Flying Africans.”

“Ha! Clever. But as you well know, Jellybean and Oletto are not African; they are my seeds, born and bred on Planting 437 in the Homestead Territories. As such, they belong to me.”

Man Cryday didn’t take her eyes from his. “Their mother would beg to differ.”

“Silapu is dead!” Lotter declared. At the word dead, he pounded the table. Clay jumped; the tree witch didn’t. “Jellybean was an accomplice, corrupted by the lieutenant she ran off with. It’s him I plan to punish.” His voice got louder. “I treated him like a Son-Proper. He’s not even from here—you know that? I bet you do. He’s English. I hate Brits. The sarcastic, supercilious assholes screw with the seed trade every chance they get. Self-righteous pricks.” Lotter’s anger was visceral, his control slipping. His hand shook too—a sign he was high.

“Fake accent, fake papers, phony everything. What Lucas Dyson needs is a fat ‘F’ brand down one side of his pretty face. Then everyone will know he’s a filthy Friend of Freedom. You look surprised, witch. I know all about him. Got a man on the inside watching his squalid little apartment in London. I know the pub he goes to. Wag the Royal Tail. Ridiculous name. I know what he orders. Likes Scotch eggs. Not long ago one of my parrots beat the shit out of him. The traitor’s been out of commission since. I’m expecting a report any day confirming he’s been captured. Dyson will suffer the same hell I did when he snatched Mammy Tep from me.”

Man Cryday tried to hold her tongue, but not having been excised, her tongue had its own ideas. “It was Silapu’s choice to escape. She yearned to be Free.”

“Not always.”

“Yes. Always.”

She expected Lotter to punish her for her honesty. Instead, he clawed his way back to the original topic. “Were these Flying Africans real? Your Toteppi Origin Story. The one Nelson told in the Dream Coop. Is it true? Do Jellybean and Oletto—Charra too, from what Clayton tells me—do they owe their metamorphosis to this original mutation?” He had given a lot away, including proof of three things: he had no intention of ever letting her go; his garrulousness and affect suggested he was high on something potent; and the steaders appeared to believe, like she did, that their obscene experiments in Murder-Mouth and Armistice had not caused the Wingchildren’s transformation. She risked Lotter’s ire to test her conclusions.

“Am I to understand the experiments you did in Murder-Mouth did not—”

“The arsenal, not Murder-Mouth. It was a research facility.”

“So the experiments you did there do not explain their metamorphoses?”

Lotter smiled. “Listen, witch. I don’t give a damn what you do or don’t understand. All I want to know is if Dreg’s stories about Flying Africans are true.”

Man Cryday was faced with a dilemma. Perhaps her brother had referenced their debates later in his Testament? If she was caught in a lie, Sister Yasmee would pay. And then there were the Toteppi people. If she were to confirm his suspicions about the existence of Birdfolk, Toteppi would be even more vulnerable to massacre.

“I want to believe the stories of Flying Africans are true,” she told him, “but some scholars think it was an invented consolation engendered by a misinterpretation of historical events—a Freedom-loving people’s way of translating trauma and suicide into triumph. Or perhaps it is even more elemental than that, yes? When a yearning for Freedom takes root, perhaps it can dream into being a physical response similar to evolution.”

“You’re saying that’s what happened?” Lotter asked. He seemed genuinely curious.

“Many things are plausible. I am a votary of things seen and unseen. My beliefs crash up against each other like waves on rocks then re-form in light of new discoveries. This may not be the answer you want, but it is the truth as I see it.” She couldn’t tell whether or not he believed her. She pleaded with him again. “Don’t hurt Sister Yasmee. She is precious to me. And she is precious to Oletto, who loves her like an auntie. He is in a precarious state. Upsetting him now would be most unwise.”

Lotter didn’t reply. Instead, he slipped Dreg’s Testament back inside his leather satchel, stood up, looped the satchel over his shoulder, and said, “Follow me. We’ll take the back way.”

Take the back way to where? she thought. They exited the room one behind the other—Lotter, followed by Man Cryday, followed by Clay. Their journey took them through a maze of seemingly identical corridors, down flights of stairs, and deep into the bowels of the building. They passed a few guards who gave Lotter a hasty salute and greeted Clay with a respectful nod. Man Cryday gave up trying to memorize the route they’d taken. She was utterly lost.

At a heavy metal door at the end of a deserted, nondescript corridor, they stopped. She and Clay watched as Lotter punched numbers into a keypad on the wall. The door unlocked with a resounding click. On the other side lay a cavernous underground storage room. Man Cryday loathed its concrete walls and absence of windows. The walls were lined with stack upon stack of storage containers. Man Cryday theorized they contained loot pillaged during the Civil War Sequel and in raids since then. The place didn’t smell as stuffy as Man Cryday would have expected. Vents high up on the wall could account for this. Given the general state of the place, most of the dusty containers were rarely opened.

Lotter strode purposefully across the room to a gap between the containers on the far wall. He swung a hidden panel to one side, raised his good hand, and, once again, punched a series of numbers onto a small pad. After a light on the pad turned from red to green, he looked into a scanner. The door recognized him. “Welcome, Lord Commander,” a disembodied female voice said. A secret door slid open with a whoosh. Beyond the door, the “back way” consisted of a tunnel, though its narrowness and steep downward trajectory made it more of a shaft that housed a steep stairway. Whereas before moving in single file had been an option, the tunnel’s size made it a necessity.

Lotter and Clay stooped to enter. Man Cryday didn’t need to do so, though her head-tie grazed the tunnel’s roof. The steps were slick and the tunnel dark. Clay offered to take her hand. Man Cryday shook her head. “Fine,” he said, adding, “See if I care when you break your neck.” Ignoring him, Man Cryday followed Lotter down the shaft steps, grateful to find a rope handrail anchored to the wall. She grasped it for support and eased her way down.

After a challenging descent, Man Cryday breathed a sigh of relief when the narrow shaft opened to a spacious, concrete-walled room. An adjustable, stainless-steel table, the type used in autopsies, sat in the middle of the room surrounded by high-tech equipment. Yet more storage cabinets and a few computers were arranged around the perimeter. A room off to the side appeared to be filled with cold-storage containers, which confirmed Man Cryday’s suspicions. This gloomy place was a morgue.

Lotter flicked a switch on the wall. The room was cleaner and more clinical than Man Cryday imagined it would be. “Peaceful, isn’t it?” he said. “We call it the Seed Vault. They used this place for interrogation during the Sequel. Tortured a ton of duskies down here. This is where we keep our interesting artifacts. Alas, in this City for the Ages, religion neuters curiosity.”

“Why did you bring me down here?” Man Cryday asked.

“I want your honest opinion, witch. Shoeshine is here to ensure you don’t try anything.”

“I thought the last thing the Territories wanted was a Tribal female’s honest opinion.”

“Show some respect, witch,” Clay ordered.

Lotter turned on him: “It’s you who should show some respect, boy. This old woman runs rings around you. Even now, she’s probably plotting how to use you to help her escape.”

Lotter turned abruptly and walked into the adjoining room, leaving Man Cryday alone with Clay, whose mouth was open as if he planned to defend himself.

Without missing a beat, she asked, “Is this where he keeps your mother now? Has he moved her from that refrigerator drawer where he stored her on Planting 437?”

Clay jerked back his head as if she’d struck it. Man Cryday looked up at him as if her question had been entirely without guile. “I thought you said you did not care what he did with her body. A mortuary drawer in Murder-Mouth is much the same as a drawer in this place. Either way, he’s holding Silapu captive just like he did when she was alive.”

Before Clay could respond, Lotter returned with a large container. He placed it carefully on the table and looked from one to the other. “What’s that, witch? You goading him?” he asked. “Have pity, Sarah. Shoeshine here isn’t ready to duel with a pro like you.”

Man Cryday regretted her mockery of the person she needed to convert to her cause. “You may find you’ve underestimated Clay,” she said, in an effort to redeem herself.

“Unlikely,” Lotter asserted. “See how proud he is of that diamond-studded Hybrid brooch he wears?” Clay stared at his feet. The corner of his mouth twitched nervously.

Lotter placed the tray on the table, put on a pair of gloves, and carefully removed the skeletal remains one by one. He laid them out on the table in the shape of a body. Man Cryday fell silent the moment she saw them. Her heart began to beat faster. When he set down the last few bones, she let out an audible gasp.

“Ha!” Lotter said. “Now you understand why I brought you down here.”

“Where did you find her?” Man Cryday asked.

“You’re right, of course,” Lotter said. “She’s female. Not ancient, but several hundred years old. Her bones were difficult to date precisely. Could be our scientists are crap, of course. You probably know there was a mass exodus of scientists and other academics during and after the Sequel. Some bolted off to the SuperStates and Urban Independents; others slinked away to the more liberal states in the Unaligned Territories. A few took off overseas to found research centers abroad. Claimed they wanted to support humane research. But science and ethics aren’t always buddies, are they, witch? Guess I can’t blame those scientists. The Necessary Reversal doctrines will be the death of us all.” Lotter’s final statement could be deemed treasonous. But Man Cryday had noted before how reckless he could be.

When Clay moved to pick up a femur, Lotter batted his hand away. “The tree witch has my permission to touch these. You don’t. Understand?” Clay nodded obediently.

“Where did you find her?” Man Cryday asked again.

“Where do you think?” Lotter replied, handing her a pair of gloves.

Clay looked at the bones, cocked his head to one side, and said, “Are those…?”

“My Hybrid has caught up with us at last. Yes, Clayton. She was winged.”

“Jesus!” Clay said. In his excitement, he’d forgotten how strict Lotter usually was about cursing and blasphemy—in others, at least. He began to apologize, but Lotter ran right over him.

“See the bone structure?” Lotter said. “Can’t remember what the scientists called it. Said something about her bones not being pneumatic—is that the right word? Claimed it would’ve been impossible for her to get off the ground even if she had wings.”

“Yes,” Man Cryday commented. “They say the same thing about Ji-ji.”

“They do?” Lotter asked. “Interesting.”

He examined the femur Clayton had touched and spoke as much to himself as to her, making pronouncements at length the way domineering people often like to do.

“In many ways, she’s a run-of-the-mill dusky. Bipedal locomotion, skull a normal size. Birds need all kinds of skeletal modifications to fly. But I’m sure you know that, don’t you, witch? Fused vertebrae for rigidity, fused collarbones, our scientists said. Our people discovered her years ago in a mass grave in West Africa. There was a research center there at the time in the heart of the bush. The Supreme Council got wind of it. Sent their idiots over there to infiltrate the place. The fools razed it to the ground and massacred the scientists.”

Lotter paused and watched intently as she examined the bones. After a while, he spoke again. “Our people categorize this specimen as a deformity. A dud. Say she was incapable of flight. Then Jellybean flies in the Dream Coop, and my seedling blows a hole in every theory our scientists came up with. Jellybean’s wings look biomechatronic, don’t you think? Which would suggest she’s not a descendant of some primitive tribe of flying Africans at all. Biology turned into artifice. An alien intervention maybe? The next step in our evolution? Morson had a hissy fit when Jellybean flew in the Dream. Says it proved she’s the promised Scourge out to destroy the Territories. He’s a man of limited faculties. He wants her dead. Fantasizes about ripping Jellybean’s wings off so he can mount them in the Temple of the Patriarchs. Now that is blasphemy. When she flew down from the Jim Crow Nest and hovered in front of us, her wings moved like a hummingbird’s. You can see it clearly if you replay it in slow motion. Amazing.”

“Is she the only one of her kind you have?”

“We have a whole bunch of specimens back there. But she’s the most complete.”

She tried to pin him down geographically. “They were found in the bush? In the Cradle?”

But Lotter veered off on a tangent. “She fooled me earlier that evening—she tell you?”

“Who?” Man Cryday asked.

“Jellybean. In the Dream Coop. Pretended she had the wings of a chicken. You gotta hand it to the sly little slut. She’s smart as a whip. If Jellybean had been a boy, she’d have made a worthy Hybrid.” Lotter patted the skull. “This old gal can’t have been more than four foot six, though apparently she was a full-grown female in her twenties. Guess what I call her. Go on—guess. No? I call her Lucy the Sequel. Witty, huh?”

“Why did you bring me here?” she repeated, as the thrill she felt at seeing what appeared to be a Toteppi ancestor battled with the rage she felt at the disrespect shown to the tribe.

“You’ve never seen these bones before then?” Lotter said. “Thought maybe you had.”

She opted to tell him the truth. “No.”

“Shoeshine told me you said Charra was a Wingchild too. That right?”

Man Cryday shouldn’t have been surprised to learn Clay had parroted to his father-man, but the news came as a blow nevertheless. Had Clay also told him about the wexcision she performed? How would he feel if he knew? She took a chance and lied.

“Yes, she was a Wingchild. But her wings never developed. They rotted and detached prior to the blossoming.”

She felt Clay’s eyes burrow into her back and waited for him to contradict her.

“Pity,” Lotter said. “I’d pay good money to see Charra as an angel. With a face like hers, she’d be more suited to the role than Jellybean. Charra’s face got scarred up, Jellybean said—a lie to hurt me. Jellybean can be a little bitch, but she’s got balls—you gotta give her that.”

Not for the first time, Man Cryday experienced a wave of remorse. Had she performed the wexcision too early? If she’d dared to let them be, would Charra have transformed too?

“Think Lucy’s one of the Birdfolk Toteppi speak of?” Lotter asked.

“It is possible.”

“I want you to examine her,” Lotter said. “The others too.”

“You have dozens of experts to do that. I have limited knowledge of—”

“I know who and what you are. I brought you here because I want an unconventional analysis. The rest of the remains are stored back there in the next room. If I were you, witch, I’d keep an eye on my Hybrid. Clayton flits between abject cowardice and raging vengeance. He’s spiteful as an alley cat, but he’s the only one can get you out of here. Don’t strangle the witch, Hybrid. Not yet. Witch, don’t humiliate the boy. He’s not as domesticated as he likes to pretend. Underneath that feckless façade is a True Hybrid with homicidal tendencies.”

Lotter reached over and patted Clay on the shoulder as if they were good buddies. “Well, I’ll leave you to it,” he said. He turned to leave.

Man Cryday feared she may not get another chance to ask the question that haunted Ji-ji. She called after him: “Did steaders have a hand in Ji-ji’s transformation? Or Bonbon’s and Charra’s? What did you do to Silapu in Murder-Mouth?”

Lotter didn’t say anything for some time. Clay’s leg was going a mile a minute.

At last, Lotter said, “That shit was Herring’s idea. My Mammy Tep was pure Toteppi. Know how rare that is? Most so-called Toteppi are mongrels. She had the purest genetic samples they ever tested. Herring salivated over that. The cropmaster had a thing for Tribals. Experimented on her like she was some kind of lab rat. Bastard liked to experiment—with animals, with seeds, with electroconvulsive therapy. Dreg tell you that?” She shook her head. “The wizard saw a world ripe for evangelizing. Your brother was oblivious to men’s darker impulses till it was too late. Not a useful trait in a wizard.”

When Man Cryday didn’t rise to the bait, Lotter shrugged and added, “Long before I became cropmaster I put a stop to all of the experiments they performed on her. Bastards tried to inseminate her a few times. Didn’t work. I seeded the Wingchildren. Me.” He squinted at her and shook his head. “You don’t believe me, do you? But I assure you the genetic manipulation they tried on her—all that shit Herring did that just about drove her mad—none of it worked. Now get on with it. Clock’s a-ticking.”

With that, he headed back up the slippery tunnel. Must not want anyone to know where he’d been. A black smudge on the sleeve of his pristine uniform was the only sign he’d been engaged in unauthorized activity. Perhaps Worthy wasn’t privy to this field trip to the morgue either? Man Cryday filed that nugget away for later, along with all the others.

Clay’s strained bluster told her how shaken he’d been by Lotter’s revelations about his mother, though he tried to hide it. “Lotter coulda killed you, easy,” he crowed.

“I am sure he will do that soon enough. He has told me too much—is it not so?”

Clay let out a forced chuckle. “You’re right about that, witch.”

“The thing is, Clay, he has told you too much as well. Our fate is a shared one.”

As the implication of what Man Cryday said sank in, Clay’s temper flared. “Liar!” he cried. “I’m his … seed.” He’d nearly said “son.”

“Yes, you are. But it won’t save you. I think you know that—is it not so?”

“Shut up an’ get to work. I’m warning you.”

“Please, Clay. For your brother’s sake. Call Zaini, Tiro’s mother. Tell her Bonbon lives—tell her he is being held in Armistice. And tell her to warn Lucky he is being watched.”

“Are you nuts?”

“Zaini was your mother’s closest friend, remember? Like a sister to her. She has connections to Reunionist fighters in the E.S.S. Zaini will know what to do.”

“Zaini was Drexler Williams’ seedmate. In what universe is Zaini Williamsseed gonna ride in on a white horse an’ save the day?”

“She is not his seedmate now. There is a lot more to my niece than meets the eye. Zaini saved the day during the D.C. coup. Scaled the dome and switched on the emergency beacon.”

Clay laughed long and hard. “You’re a crazy bitch, for sure! You telling me some middle-aged seedmate scaled the dome of the Dream Coop?”

“Fine. Forget Zaini. Get in touch with an old friend of mine. She and her nephews are experienced fighters—special ops. Aisha will know what to—”

“Shut the fuck up, witch, an’ get to work! You keep squawking ’bout some females hellbent on saving your ass an’ I tell Zyko to go ahead an’ cut out that nun’s tongue.”

“You are not an evil man, Clay. You are your mother’s son. You are Toteppi.”

He shoved her up against the table. “You say that again an’ I swear to God I’ll slit your fuckin throat!” He stood back, wild-eyed and panting, his fear palpable. “Get back to work an’ keep your mouth shut, understand?” He yelled in her face: “Do you understand?”

“Yes.”

Every so often in the hours that followed, Man Cryday tried to persuade Clay to help Bonbon escape. Each time, he cut her off, occasionally countering with arguments of his own, or with threats about what would happen to the nun if she didn’t shut up. He seemed to be convinced that his little brother would be safe if he were Hybridized. “True Hybrids got an advantage in Armistice. He can furl up those wings of his an’ be normal, pretty much.”

“He may not be able to furl them,” Man Cryday told him. “It is not a given.”

She’d caught his attention. “You saying his wings’ll stay like that? Like some peacock’s tail all fanned out? I don’t believe you. You’d say anything to get me to help you.”

“It’s no lie. Your sister has the ability to furl and unfurl at will. But not long after her initial transformation, she lost that ability for months. It is impossible to say how Bonbon—”

“No! You don’t understand. If they see his wings, they’ll kill him!”

“Yes, they will. Which is why they’ll keep him caged.”

Leaving Clay to ponder this latest revelation, Man Cryday stepped into one of the side rooms where she stumbled upon a door with the key still in the lock. The door was labeled “Sepulcher.” Not in the habit of asking permission before she acted, Man Cryday turned the key and stepped inside the small room. A spotlight came on immediately.

There, directly in front of her, in a life-sized, glass-enclosed, spotlit display case with a velvet-covered viewing bench in front of it, was La Pietà of Murder-Mouth. Propped up inside what appeared to be a preservation case, the mother and child “cultivated” by steaders in Planting 437’s infamous arsenal looked as if they were alive. Did Lotter leave the key in the lock on purpose? Did he want her to see this depravity as a testament to his cruelty?

The full-sized display case was on a pedestal so the pair could be viewed from every angle. Temperature controlled. Must be. The toddler—not recognizable as either a boy or a girl—lay in its mother’s arms, though their deformities were so severe it was hard to tell for sure if they were human. This was the mother and child Ji-ji and Charra saw in Murder-Mouth during the abortive raid on the 437th. After images of the pair were shown on the big screen by Amadeus during the battle in the Dream Coop, they’d come to epitomize the evils of the botanical system. La Pietà of Murder-Mouth was burned into the minds of those who watched the broadcast across the Disunited States and beyond.

She stared at the unrecognizable mother as she cradled her unrecognizable child. She thought of her niece Zaini, who’d cradled what remained of Amadee, her butchered son. The niece who, only a few years later, rocked little Eeyatho, her second killed boy, in her arms.

Man Cryday felt an overwhelming exhaustion, as if all these years she had been cradling the deadborn child she’d birthed in a chilly field nearly seventy years ago—the child she and DimDim Man created with their raucous lovemaking. The limp infant she’d tried to breathe life into so she would have something worth breathing for. The mother’s frail body arched over her child’s tiny form. Her pitiful, misshapen head was tilted a little to one side in what looked like sympathy and hopelessness. The pair told the old Black woman what she wanted most to forget—that, in any culture and at any time in history, maternal compassion was the most beautiful quality and the most terrible vulnerability in all the world.

She had been staring at La Pietà for several minutes when Clay rushed into the room.

“What are you doing?” he cried. “How’d you get—” He broke off when he saw what she was looking at. “It’s them! That’s disgusting!”

Man Cryday held up the key. “It was unlocked. Key was in the door.”

Like someone hypnotized, Clay moved toward the display case. Without taking his eyes off the pair, he murmured, “He must’ve forgot ’em. The keys, I mean. Give ’em to me.” She handed them over. He ordered her to go back to the other room. “Why would anyone wanna look at this shit? Turns my stomach. Let’s get outta here. Hey, you listening? What is it?”

Man Cryday had figured out why Lotter, in his haste, didn’t realize he’d left the keys in the door. She walked over to the only other object in the room—a mortuary cabinet emblazoned with Planting 437’s crest—and pulled out the coffin-sized drawer. A bright light inside the cabinet came on automatically. As the drawer slid open, a chill filled the room. Clay hurried over to where Man Cryday stood, pushed her aside, and started to close the drawer. He stopped suddenly and hopped from one foot to the other like someone walking on hot coals, his agitation so extreme that she reached out to him. He batted her hand away.

“What the … what the … what the fuck, man? Why’d he lock her up in here?”

Clay’s manic dance ended as swiftly as it began. He stood very still and stared at Silapu’s perfectly preserved face. His mother was dressed in a see-through white gown, left partially open so the ugly bullet wound to her chest, though meticulously repaired, was visible. The scar was roughly the size of the seed symbol botanicals on plantings were forced to sew onto their cloths. Someone had painted it crimson, which made it look like the stigmata in old paintings of Jesus. Silapu’s only adornment was the copper anklet seedmates were forced to wear.

Clay brushed his mother’s cold cheek with his hand. “She looks alive,” he whispered. “I’d forgotten how beautiful she was—how young.” He looked around wildly, as if searching for something to hold onto. “They’ll do this to Bonbon, won’t they? See him as a freak, an exhibit.”

Clay covered his mouth and tore out of the room. Man Cryday heard him throw up. When she joined him a few moments later, he was bent over a bucket. She moved to help him, but he held out his arm as she approached, a warning to keep her distance.

“Why didn’t you tell Lotter the truth about Charra’s wexcision—about the part I played?”

“Don’t know. Guess I didn’t want him imagining that bitch as an angel.” He drew his sleeve across his mouth. “Okay. I’ll help you get Bonbon out of here on one condition.”

“What condition?” she asked, guardedly.

“That you take me with you. This place makes me sick.”






24 CONFESSIONS OF STRANGERS & A VERY OLD OWL


Lashed to the center post of a structure that served as the village’s holding cell, Amadeus and Tiro sweated in the intense heat. Circular, with a roof of thatch, the place functioned as a pen for domesticated animals. The dimly lit hut had a diameter of about twenty feet, a shuttered opening for a window, and a wobbly door of warped wooden slats. Flies buzzed around the men, but with their hands, waists, and feet bound, they couldn’t swat them away. One fly took a fancy to Amadeus—kept landing on his eyelid and peering into his eye. He felt like a damn corpse.

Roughly an hour ago, Michael stomped in. Without a word, the chief’s deputy cut the ropes that tied Lucky to the hefty center post and marched him off somewhere.

“Think they’ve killed him?” Tiro asked, yet again.

“No,” Amadeus replied.

“They shot Ji,” Tiro pointed out.

“I told you, that was a mistake. Kyrie was on patrol—the kid you saw back there with his sister Aminata. He thought we’d come to hurt her. He was protecting her.”

“You don’t think they’re gonna kill him then?”

“They’re not killing anyone. Lies are taboo for Melaikans, and they think we’re a threat. We have to convince them we’re not by telling them the truth.”

“You said they know who Ji is. Bet they know there’s a bounty on her head.”

Amadeus was losing patience. “Protecting the Rootbacks is a sacred charge for the village. They would never betray a Wingchild. Ji-ji’s safe here.”

“You thought she’d be safe coming back here with you. Then she got shot.”

Amadeus had to admit the fly-boy was right. Earlier, as the three of them sat tied to the hut’s center post, Amadeus had read the riot act to the others for disobeying his orders. Yet what right did the captain of half a dozen child soldiers have to order anyone around?

“If Ji dies, it’s on me,” Tiro lamented as he yanked on the ropes around his wrists and waist. “An’ Lucky too. He was the instigator. Bossy. Said we had to come back. Typical Brit.”

“How many Brits you know?” Amadeus asked.

“One too many, that’s for sure.”

Due to the thickness and roundness of the center post, Amadeus had to lean his torso forward and crane his neck to view his fellow prisoner. “Go easy with that rope, man. You’ll break your wrists if you’re not careful. Michael knew what he was doing when he bound us up. No way to escape without a knife. Hey. I said, go easy.” Amadeus sniffed. “Place stinks of goat.”

Tiro sniffed then too. “It’s hogs I smell. Think they got regular pigs here in the bush? Bacon’s a possibility, right? If they got regular pigs.”

Amadeus shook his head. “You high, fly-boy?”

“Wish to Christ I was. Would be if Ji hadn’t decided to play Good Samaritan. Wouldn’t feel like shit if I had my buzz on. If she dies—”

Amadeus lost his battle with impatience. “Yeah, I know. It’s all on you, fly-boy. So what the hell were you thinking chasing after us like that?”

“We told you. We heard the shot. Least, Lucky thought that’s what he heard. I didn’t hear nothin. Guess he was right in the end—’bout the shot I mean. You sure Ji’s okay?”

“She’s on the mend. Dr. Letty—the doctor I told you about who trained in Senegal—she removed the bullet from Ji-ji’s shoulder. Said she’s making a swift recovery.”

“Guess we should be grateful they got a fancy clinic in the middle of nowhere.” Tiro kept speaking as the pesky fly divebombed the Dream Master’s left eye. “That center the doctor told you about. Crazy to think how many scientists had to do their research in secret. Think they made any earth-shattering discoveries up there?”

A goat bleated outside. “What did I tell you?” Amadeus said. “Place stinks of goats.”

“Goat meat’s okay. Didn’t like it much at first. Too greasy. But it grows on you. Wouldn’t mind a goat meat stew right about now, with one of those local beers, served cold.”

“Good luck with that, kid.” To take his mind off his rumbling stomach and the maddening fly, Amadeus said, “You and Lucky getting along better now?”

“Nope,” Tiro replied. “Not after his confession. He’s got this phobia ’bout snakes—you know that? Says they can leap out of palm trees an’ devour a full-grown man in one gulp. Says they fly through trees like colobus monkeys, whatever they are. Probably made ’em up.”

“No, they’re real. Black and white. Look like grumpy old men. Amazing climbers.”

“Whatever. Says snakes never bothered him till he saw the ones here. Now he’s worse than Ben. You ever see Ben Turner in the vicinity of a snake? Not pretty. Lucky’s weird.”

“Guess we’re all weird in our own ways. It’s the one thing we have in common. You said Lucky confessed. To his snake phobia?”

“No.” Tiro took a deep breath. “To consummation. With Ji.”

Amadeus didn’t mean to laugh, but he couldn’t help it. “Consummation! You telling me they tied the knot beforehand?”

“They had sex,” Tiro explained. “At his fancy flat in London.” He sounded upset. Amadeus regretted teasing the fly-boy about this sensitive subject. “Said the sex ‘just happened.’ Like a belch or something. Said Ji initiated it. A lie, for sure. Said…” he hesitated.

“Said what?”

“Said it was the most amazing experience he ever had. Like he’d seen God or somethin. You’d think Ji would think twice ’fore she had sex with Lotter’s doppelganger.… Brit’s been gone a while. Think they killed him?” As if his captain was interrogating him, Tiro added, “Thing is, wasn’t only Lucky’s idea to head up here. I instigated it too.”

“S’okay, man. Guess we all instigated different parts of this screwup. Me included.”

“Ji’ll be tore up if she hears we’re being held prisoner. She worries ’bout everything and everyone all the time. S’why she don’t got a decent fingernail to call her own.”

Having told his lieutenant yet again Ji-ji would be okay, Amadeus leaned back against the post and closed his eyes. The infuriating fly tickle-stepped across his eyelid. Squashing that little motherfucker would be the first thing he did if he ever got out of here.

He wasn’t nearly as confident as his reassurances made him sound. Too many things going against them. 1. Tiro and Lucky had made Ibrahim promise to drive Nasma, Starburst, and their kids back to Greene’s camp, which meant that if they escaped they had no transportation. 2. Tiro was right. The bounty on Ji-ji’s head would be tempting; it could feed this whole village for months. And 3. The bullet had been lodged in Ji-ji’s shoulder. It wasn’t clear how much damage she’d sustained. He couldn’t bear to think he’d led another group of young people into danger. Like he’d done with his child soldiers, he’d Pied Pipered his followers off a cliff. It wasn’t on Tiro or Lucky or Ji-ji; it was on him.

In the sweltering, fly-infested heat, Amadeus tried not to let his imagination run riot. He couldn’t dislodge from his mind the image of the girl they saw when they first came upon the village. But this time when she turned, it wasn’t Aminata’s face he saw; it was Ji-ji’s. With a sorrow too deep for consolation, she dragged her dead wings through the dust.



Chief Josephine looked at Lucky skeptically. “The Wingchild is your fiancée?” she said. “I thought your people gifted rings to females to mark engagements. The Wingchild is ringless.”

“Good point, ma’am … Madam Chief,” Lucky replied. “But that’s due to the fact that I’m skint. Hence the lack of an engagement ring. But I’m saving up. For a ring. A nice one.”

In low tones, Chief Josephine conferred with Michael while Lucky wished he’d come up with a response that made him sound less like a doofus. Hard to be eloquent when he’d been forced to assume a kneeling position and his right leg was cramping up. With his wrists tied in front of him he couldn’t even massage it. As if his kneeling position weren’t humiliating enough, Michael had looped a rope around his neck and led him here on a leash like a dog, to the delight of jeering villagers. Some kid threw an egg at him. By some miracle, it didn’t smash. He’d watched it bounce off his leg and roll away like a misshapen white eyeball.

To take his mind off his crampy leg, Lucky concentrated on his primary goal—to find Ji-ji by whatever means necessary and return with her to Greene’s camp to search for Afarra, hopefully with help from Amadeus and Tiro. He and the fly-boy were on much firmer footing now he’d been upfront with him. In fact, they were well on their way to being good pals, so at least that was something he didn’t need to worry about anymore.

He looked over at the chief and her second-in-command and wished he had a more persuasive argument to make. He’d thrown in the lie about being engaged in hopes they’d grant him access to the patient if they thought he was about to be next of kin. He’d already answered dozens of questions Chief Josephine and Michael threw at him and apologized at every opportunity. Not that it made one iota of difference. The two of them were still whispering to each other in their impenetrable language of clicks and yodels. It reminded him of how Afarra talked to animals and ants. Lucky’s stomach churned when he thought of how scared Afarra must be in the bush without Circus for company. Well, he’d found her before, and he’d do it again. But first he had to get out of there. He looked around for clues to help him figure out how to persuade the villagers to trust him.

They were in someone’s living room. Impossible to tell if the place belonged to the chief, Michael, or someone else. Most of the décor was what he would have expected to find in a modest home in the middle of the bush—a few wooden chairs; a simple table where his interrogators sat; a red sofa with uncomfortable wooden arms that looked like it was upholstered in plastic, which it probably was; a few tattered books much the worse for wear; a door that led to a bedroom; and pictures drawn by children and tacked to the wall. The only notable things in the room were the dozen or so wood carvings, all of which depicted elongated winged figures, as if their yearning for flight had stretched them out like the figures in one of those El Greco paintings Norville used to go on about. God, he missed the guy. Made him sick to think about it.

He returned to the statues, which ranged in size from less than a foot to well over four feet tall. Most were children, though two or three looked like young adults. Not surprisingly, their features were African. Their wings, though not as jaw-dropping as Ji-ji’s, had an impressive span. The statues struck him as insensitive. If he were a Rootback, the last thing he’d want to be reminded of is how pitiful his wings were in comparison.

Lucky caught Michael looking over at him suspiciously. He quickly turned his attention away from the statues and cast his eyes down to the floor. Perhaps the statues depicted their deities? Strangers were probably prohibited from gazing on them without permission. Not for the first time, Lucky wished he had a swarthy appearance. His blond hair and blue eyes screamed British Empire. Didn’t matter if British imperialism had waned ages ago; the damage couldn’t be undone. He wished he’d dyed his hair, applied tanner, and worn brown contact lenses. He looked London pale, positively pasty. His knees, especially. He shifted his weight from his sore knee to the good one. Didn’t help.

Chief Josephine spoke again. Even in this simple dwelling, the middle-aged woman appeared regal in her traditional dress and elaborate, brightly colored headwrap. “You and the Wingchild are very different,” the chief said. “Tell me why you love her.”

The question flummoxed him. “What? Why I what?”

Chief Josephine looked at him the way a plumber looks at a stubborn turd he’s trying to flush away. “Why do you love her, Mr. Dyson,” she repeated, with pronounced impatience.

Lucky blurted out the first thing that came into his head: “Cos loving her made me fall in love with the rest of the world,” which, though true, sounded hyperbolic.

“Are you saying you had fallen out of love with the world before then?” she asked.

Clearly, the chief had missed her calling; she would’ve made a great forensic pathologist. She wasted no time cracking open your ribs, plunging a bloody hand into your chest cavity, and yanking out your heart. Lucky found himself telling her more than he intended. Mostly, he blamed it on her eyes—two dark pools that had the power to strip you of resolve. His mother used to look at him like that. Force him to admit to the truth after he’d told a whopper.

“I lost someone close to me,” Lucky said. “She drowned. My fault. And then, when we were escaping through The Margins—one of the most godforsaken places you’ve ever seen, full of snarlcats, stripers, Bounty Boys, and pickers—Ji-ji risked her life to save this kid she didn’t know. And it was such a stupid, beautiful, mad thing to do. Absolutely mental. But it was also an act of grace. And it made me … joyful, even though joy wasn’t something I was good at.”

“It was not your fetish for her wings that made you love her then?” the chief asked.

Obviously a trick question, but Lucky answered it honestly. “I don’t love her cos of her wings. I loved her before she got them. Now her wings are who she is, so I love them too.”

“You are an Englishman. White,” Michael stated. He sounded hostile. Lucky wished again he’d gone for a more Mediterranean look. “The Wingchild is Toteppi. Dark. It is a large chasm to cross to find the other one in this world of Black and White.”

“You can say that again,” Lucky agreed.

The chief laid the next booby trap: “Does the Wingchild love you the way you love her?”

He pondered this one. Risk everything and tell them the truth, or say she adored him? He opted for honesty again. “I doubt she loves me as much as I love her. Even for an Englishman, I’m pretty screwed up. Post-Empire impotence and such.” (What the hell are you doing? Don’t bring up the Empire!) “What I mean is my sense of humor’s British—sardonic, you know? Totally puerile, at times. Toilet jokes. You ever seen Monty Python? No? It’s brilliant—you should watch it. I like to think that’s part of my charm. My sparkling wit and extensive vocabulary reeled her in, and then my stunning mediocrity disarmed her.”

The chief turned away, no doubt as disgusted with him as he was with himself. He needed to recover. Fast. “But I would walk through fire for Ji-ji Silapu! And she would walk through fire for me. But only cos she’d do it for most people if she saw they needed rescuing. And when I see how deeply she loves other people—her little sister Afarra, Tiro, Amadeus, her murdered mam, Zyla her late teacher who was also killed—loves them without holding anything back, it makes me feel that even a hold-back bloke like me can fly if I jettison the crap I carry.”

He had their attention at last. The statues in his peripheral vison caught his eye again. They inspired him to add something else. “I’m like the man in the story Nasma and Starburst told us on the way up to this village. A story with rain inside. The one about the stranger who wasn’t like you.” Too presumptuous. He corrected himself. “Wasn’t like the villagers in the story is what I mean. This blond, blue-eyed stranger keeps returning to this village to be with the woman he loves, even though it’s hopeless cos they just banish him again. Till one day the chief takes pity on him and allows him to stay so he can be with the woman. Cos if men don’t eat, they die. That’s a metaphor for … you know. But the next day there’s a miracle, and he’s transformed. If I’d heard the story before I met Ji-ji, I would’ve dismissed it. But then she came along and something magical, something holy happens when I’m with her. I need to warn you that’s what I plan to do if you banish me. Come back again and again and again like the stranger in the story. Even if you only let me see her for an instant. Even if it takes me the rest of my life.”

“I see,” Chief Josephine said. She nodded at Michael and stood up. “Then it will save us all a lot of time and misery, Mr. Dyson, if we reunite you with your betrothed.”



When Lucky entered her room, Ji-ji was sitting up in a chair, laughing at something the doctor had just told her. Her arm was in a sling. Lucky tore over to where she sat, bent over and kissed her hard on the lips. He buried his head in her neck so he could whisper in her ear.

“We’re engaged. Don’t deny it. Our lives depend on it.”

Ji-ji could feel his heart pound a mile a minute as he held her in his arms. It scared her. The anesthesia hadn’t worn off completely, and she couldn’t be a hundred percent sure she hadn’t agreed to marry him. Her time with Lucky on the run told her the wisest approach was to let him take the lead, at least while Michael and the chief hovered behind him in the doorway.

Lucky spoke in a tone she’d never heard him use before. “Are you okay, darling?”

Although the term of endearment threw her, she managed to utter, “I’m fine.”

Lucky stood up and extended his hand to the doctor, who shook it warmly. “I’m Ji-ji’s fiancé,” he said. “Name’s Lucas Dyson, but everyone calls me Lucky. Lucky Dyce.”

“Pleased to meet you, Lucky. I am Dr. Leticia Haynes. Everyone calls me Dr. Letty.”

“I’m saving up for the ring,” Lucky told the doctor, in answer to an inquiry she hadn’t made. “S’why she’s ringless—right, Ji-ji? You look good, darling.”

Ji-ji realized she needed to help him out. “I’m real glad to see you, Lucky,” she said. She took his hand in hers. “But I told you I don’t care about some stupid engagement ring.”

The doctor’s excitement bubbled over. “The Wingchild has made a truly astonishing recovery!” she said. “I have never seen anything like it.” The doctor turned to the chief. “The latest scan shows she has almost totally healed, Josie. It’s a miracle!”

Chief Josephine smiled broadly. “Today is filled with miracles. Let us leave them alone for a while.” She looked at Lucky. “All men must eat—is that not so? Come, Letty.”

Lucky blushed bright red as the three of them exited and closed the door behind them.

“What was that about?” Ji-ji asked.

“I’ll explain later,” Lucky replied. “Right now, we’ve got to get you out of here.”

“Why are you here? Thought you were going with Nasma and Starburst if we didn’t get back. Dr. Letty says I got shot hours ago.”

Quickly, he explained what happened and why he’d lied about the engagement.

“You don’t get it, Lucky. If they catch us in another lie, god knows what they’ll do to us. The doctor told me how, generations ago, a chief from a neighboring village swore he didn’t see the Rootbacks as evil. They believed him. But one night, he came back with a whole bunch of machete-wielding warriors who slaughtered most of the villagers an’ every Rootback they could find. It’s how the Melaikans wound up here, away from everyone. Lies are taboo in this place.”

“I had to see if you were okay. I realize it was risky. Tiro and Amadeus are tied up in some stinking hut with no food and no water.”

“They told me Amadeus was taking a nap.”

“Huh. Turns out the ones with the taboo about lying are liars themselves. Who knew?”

“So just to be clear, it was a lie. We’re not engaged.”

“Hell no!” Lucky exclaimed. He laughed weakly. “Though I have to admit, I wouldn’t object if you decided to do the dance of the seven veils again—without the veils, of course.”

It was her turn to be embarrassed. Was he mocking her?

He seemed to realize he’d put his foot in it. “I was making a joke. I don’t want to see that. Or I do, but not cos of—never mind. First, we rescue the others. May have to wait a while for the sun to go down. Then we get out of here as fast as—”

“I can’t leave yet,” she said. “Dr. Letty told me about a research center.”

“Yeah. Amadeus told us about it. It’s abandoned. Bridge got washed out ages ago.”

“I don’t need a bridge. I can fly up there, check it out.”

Lucky told her it was a terrible idea. “Think about it. You had surgery a few hours ago. For all you know your wings don’t even work yet. No way you can fly up there—”

“I wasn’t asking permission,” Ji-ji said.

“And I wasn’t giving it.” She recoiled from him. “That came out wrong,” he added. “I didn’t mean it like that.” Ji-ji winced in pain. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. Just hurts sometimes is all.” Gingerly, she pulled her arm from the sling and rubbed her shoulder.

“See what I mean?” Lucky said. “You’re not up to flying anywhere.”

Ji-ji didn’t bother to argue with him. Something told her she needed to go to the center, and she’d learned to trust her heightened instincts. Maybe she could find something to help explain what she was? Or something to help the Rootbacks’ wings blossom? She had to get there fast and then head back to Greene’s camp to search for Afarra. She rose from the chair.

Lucky grabbed her arm. “You’re swaying,” he said.

“Stood up too fast. Don’t fuss.”

“Can’t let you do this, Ji-ji. Amadeus would kill me. So would Tiro, for that matter. They’re worried sick about you.”

“Turn around,” she commanded, “I gotta get dressed. Turn around.” Lucky obeyed.

She changed out of the flimsy gown and into her flight bra. She reached for her T-shirt and shorts.

“Don’t know why you’re so bashful,” Lucky pointed out. “I’ve seen you naked before.” His comment didn’t merit a response.

“We can escape through the window,” Ji-ji said. “We’ll untie Tiro and Amadeus. Then you guys can head back to the camp on foot. I’ll take off for the center. Doc Letty told me where it is—sort of.”

“I told him,” Lucky said.

“What? Told who?”

“Tiro. I told him we slept together in London. Didn’t do it on purpose. Just came out.”

Forgetting she was only half dressed, Ji-ji rushed up to face him. “Why?” she cried. “Tiro an’ me, we’ve been friends since we were seedlings! Why hurt him like that?”

“Keep your voice down!”

Ji-ji lowered her voice but didn’t mask her fury. “Is that what I am to you? A conquest you boast about with your buddies?”

“It wasn’t like that. Besides, you did the conquering, not me.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” She tried, awkwardly, to pull up her shorts and pull down her T-shirt. She saw him look at her, but his expression was different. The Englishman looked afraid. Like she was. She asked him a question she’d wanted to ask since London.

“Did you mean it?”

“Mean what?”

“What you said when we made love? ’Bout me ruining you. Did you mean it?”

“Yeah. But in a good way. The best way, actually.”

Time for her confession. “Before you, I had sex with Eugene in the Berkshires—one of the bodyguards who betrayed us. Didn’t even like him, but I couldn’t stop myself. That urge came over me again. My whole body began to pulse. Not just down there—everywhere. I knew if I didn’t get satisfaction, I’d die. Eugene said I hurt him. Accused me of being a witch.”

Lucky reached out to her. “Here, let me help you.”

Suddenly exhausted, she allowed him to help her dress. He led her back to the chair where he sat down. Without saying anything, he pulled her toward him and buried his head in her chest. She felt him shake as he held her. Was he crying?

She kissed the top of his head. The pulse between her legs made her want to climb into his lap and find him again the way she had in London. To ruin him in the best way possible.

“We can’t,” she said. “They’ll be back soon.”

His mouth was against hers before she could say anything else. His tongue—stiff, probing. He reached up under her T-shirt and fondled her breast.

They heard approaching footsteps. Someone pushed the door open. Chief Josephine.

“We weren’t doing anything,” Ji-ji protested.

“I hope you are lying,” the chief replied. “Men—women as well—must eat. Westerners are very prudish when it comes to sex.” She laughed. “Your retelling of our story moved us, Lucky Dyce. Our people say stories are the wings of dreamers, and that is how we see them. We have released the rest of your party. Michael is escorting them here.”

Ji-ji barely had enough time to make herself presentable before Michael ushered Tiro and Amadeus into the room.

Tiro swept her up in his arms. “You’re okay?”

“Careful, mate!” Lucky warned. “She’s just had surgery.”

“Her fiancé has been taking good care of her,” Chief Josephine said.

“What?” Tiro said.

Lucky jumped in. “We haven’t told most people yet. Have we, Ji-ji?”

“No,” she said, cautiously, as she watched Tiro’s reaction. “We haven’t told anyone.”

Amadeus said Chief Josephine had decided to let them go, having concluded they meant no harm to the villagers. She was willing to loan them one of the village’s vehicles. With his eyes, Lucky warned Ji-ji to say nothing about her plans to go to the center.

The men were invited to bathe in a nearby stream. Then the guests were led to the same house where Lucky had been interrogated. There they feasted on pepper stew, fish simmered in coconut milk, pawpaw as orange as a tropical sunset, and freshly baked bread, served warm. They washed it down with sweet palm wine. Over their meal, Michael impressed upon them not to breathe a word about the Rootbacks to anyone. Amadeus asked them to keep Ji-ji’s presence in the Cradle secret too. They all pledged to guard these secrets with their lives.

It was too late for them to set out that day. At the chief’s insistence, they spent the night in the small bungalow, which functioned, apparently, as both an interrogation facility and a guest house. Ji-ji and Lucky were assigned to the bedroom, Tiro and Amadeus to the living room. Ji-ji had explained to Tiro that she and Lucky weren’t really engaged, but he’d told her it was fine either way. She could tell he was hurt, however, and the last thing she wanted to do was rub salt in the wound by having sex with Lucky again. So when Lucky climbed into bed and scooted closer to her, she pretended to be asleep.

The next morning, Chief Josephine presented Ji-ji with a country-cloth blanket. Painted in natural dyes, the figures on the folded blanket were the same winged figures in the room. “This blanket is very old,” Josephine said. “It is woven in the old tradition, and it is very precious to us, as we hope it will be to you, Wingchild.”

Ji-ji said she had no words to thank them enough for this great gift.

The chief said there was one favor they hoped she would do for them: they wished to see the Wingchild unfurl. “Letty warns me you must not fly yet,” she said, “not till you are fully healed. But allowing Michael, Letty, and myself to see you with our own eyes and dream about what our Rootbacks may yet become would be a gift we would cherish always.”

“You up to this, Ji?” Tiro asked. Lucky and Amadeus were also concerned she may not be sufficiently healed. But Dr. Letty said she thought it would be good to flex her wings a little.

Eager to give the chief something in return for her generosity, Ji-ji agreed. “But we need to go outside,” she said.

“Why?” the chief asked.

“This room is too small,” Ji-ji replied.

The chief’s eyes grew wide. “Too small you say? Then we will go to our most sacred burial ground to see this miracle. No one will disturb us there.” Ji-ji requested that the Rootbacks see it too. “You are right,” the chief said. “They should see their sister in all her glory.”

After an unfurling so emotional Ji-ji had no words to describe it, the four strangers climbed into the rusty loaner. Amadeus took the driver’s seat. Tiro sat beside him as navigator, armed with old maps Michael had dug up. Ji-ji hugged the Rootbacks and told them she hoped to see them again soon. “We are sisters and brothers,” she said. “Distance can’t part us.” She hugged Kyrie, too, and said he was by far her favorite among those who’d shot her.

“I follow Aminata,” he said softly. “I am seeing your wings in the burial ground. It is the most beautifullest thing I ever see. I hear the rustle when you close them. Aminata is crying to see it. I tell her we will all rise together like the prophet says. I tell her it is a certainty.”

The villagers waved goodbye as if, all along, they had remained friends.

As they drove away to screeching gears and some of the stiffest suspension any of them had experienced, Amadeus looked at Ji-ji in the rearview mirror and asked if she’d seen the painting on the blanket. “Josephine opened it up for me before she presented it to you. Wanted to make sure it was okay to gift it to you.”

The Dream Master’s tone persuaded Ji-ji to take a look. As best she could as she sat beside Lucky in the torn and lumpy back seat, Ji-ji, with Lucky’s help, unfolded the blanket. Small images of the winged statues appeared throughout. But it was the figure painted in the center that made her cry out. Inside the circle—a kind of mandala—was a female, her purple wings so large they filled the circle, her face so much like Ji-ji’s own, she shuddered. “But … but the chief said this is an antique. How can I be on it?”

“I’ve got no idea,” Amadeus replied. “Chief Josephine says they don’t know either.”

With Lucky’s help, Ji-ji carefully folded the blanket up again.

The resolve Ji-ji expressed before rose inside her, stronger than ever. “We need to go to the center,” she declared. “The research facility Dr. Letty told us about.”

The Dream Master agreed at once. “I was hoping you’d say that. Tiro, Lucky—you up for joining us in a game of chess?”



From the start, Tiro knew that if they headed even deeper into the bush they were asking for trouble. But Amadeus and Ji were all for it, and Lucky didn’t seem to want to ruffle Ji’s feathers, so he voted yes for one of the dumbest ideas ever. Tiro fretted the whole way there. Although the villagers had returned their weapons to them, that wouldn’t help much. If they ran into pickers with assault rifles, bazookas, and god knows what else, they’d be practically defenseless. He’d already been stuck in a lose-lose situation with Captain I’m-a-God when they rescued Nasma and Starburst. They’d been lucky to make it out alive. He wasn’t keen on rolling the dice again in the company of someone dumb enough to jinx them by calling himself Lucky.

Tiro stole a glance at his captain while he drove. When he was a flyer in the Dreamfleet, Tiro used to think the Dream Master hung the moon. But there was a craziness about him these days—like he didn’t give a damn if he died. That’s what worried Tiro the most. That and the fact that Amadeus must’ve revealed his impotence to Ji cos Tiro would catch her in the back seat looking at him with pity eyes. Throughout the journey, Amadeus said he had a plan for when they reached the site where the bridge used to be. They could climb down into the gully, assuming it wasn’t too treacherous (bigass assumption, in Tiro’s opinion), and climb back up the other side. All the while, Ji was saying she could fly across. Everyone told her she was crazy, but one thing you could be sure of when it came to Ji—she only listened when it suited her.

Despite the fact that neither Amadeus nor Tiro was as skilled as Ibrahim when it came to skirting potholes and handling the unwieldy, no-name vehicle the Melaikans loaned them, they managed to get to the bridge in one piece. Problem was, they arrived late in the afternoon; it would be dusk in a couple of hours. Dusk in the bush didn’t mess around—sunny one minute, pitch dark the next.

They decided to scope out the gully and tackle the climb the next morning. Close to where the bridge was it got real steep and rocky; they had to get out and walk. When they reached the place, they couldn’t believe their eyes. A sturdy rope bridge, securely attached with anchors on either side, swayed gently in the breeze.

Amadeus was thrilled. “Looks like it’s in good condition,” he said. “Looks new.”

“Could be a trap,” Lucky warned. “Could be rigged to collapse soon as we try to cross.”

“Or it could be booby-trapped,” Tiro suggested.

Seconds before Ji acted, Tiro knew exactly what she was about to do. She unfurled in an instant, sprinted to the bridge before anyone could stop her, stepped onto it, and began to walk across. She called back to them: “Don’t worry. If it gives way, all I gotta do is fly.”

“You don’t even know if your wings work!” Lucky yelled back. But by then, Tiro was sprinting to join her, and Amadeus wasn’t far behind. The Englishman was left with no choice but to follow.

The rope bridge held, and it didn’t take them long to locate the research facility. The center wasn’t as fancy as Tiro imagined it would be—a sprawling rectangular building half buried in the undergrowth. The generators had rusted out years ago.

Inside, the place was a total mess. Monkeys had taken it over; they heard furious screeching nearby. Along spooky corridors, the bush had invaded—bushes, branches, birds, lizards. They entered what looked like the main lab where broken vials and shattered glass containers were strewn across the floor.

“Watch where you step, people,” Amadeus warned. “Watch out for monkeys too.”

Tiro needled Lucky. “Think they’re colobus monkeys?” he asked. But the Brit, who was all about protecting his fake fiancée, didn’t hear him. Tiro spotted a dead snake in a corner. He was tempted to tease Lucky with it, but the last thing he wanted to deal with was a Brit having a hissy fit in a lab filled with hazardous material. Ji-ji found a few notebooks, but the pages had rotted away. The roof was shot—puddles everywhere. Tiro was about to encourage them to leave by telling them he’d spotted a writhing nest of pythons when Amadeus, way over on the other side of the lab, strung a necklace of cusswords together. Tiro had never heard him curse like that before. He and the others ran over to him.

Tiro whistled in shock when he saw it. A glass canister three or four feet high filled with a gunky fluid sat on the floor unbroken. Inside was a … he wasn’t sure what. “Is that an elephant fetus or something?” he asked.

“I don’t think it’s a fetus,” Amadeus said. “Or an elephant. I think it’s a child. Sort of.”

Ji-ji joined them. “This isn’t some humane research facility,” she said. “This is another Murder-Mouth. A genetic experiment site. The bastards were experimenting on these people.”

Tiro turned away, but he couldn’t get the image of the child out of his head.

All four jumped when someone yelled behind them, “Bastards! Humane and ethical!” They turned and saw a stooped-over, gaunt-faced Black man in a tattered shift. Two picks were stuck in his white, tangled ’fro, as if they’d interrupted him when he’d been grooming himself ambidextrously. The man spoke again but he mumbled. They couldn’t make it out.

“Who are you?” Amadeus asked.

The man cleared his throat: “You are here to see the Owl, isn’t it?” he said.

The four of them looked at each other. “Yes, we are,” Lucky said, as if they’d been expecting to meet up with a wild man and an owl all along. “We’ve come to see the owl.”

Tiro had to give it to him. The Brit thought fast on his feet.

The man gestured to them with his skeletal arms. “Come! Come!” he urged. No one moved. “I take you to the Owl, isn’t it? He is a very old one. Very wise, is it not so?”

Ji and Amadeus took off in the old man’s direction. Lucky and Tiro followed.

They passed through a couple of long corridors. At times, the man bent over and used his arms to swing himself forward; at other times, he stood as upright as his curved spine allowed. He led them through the building and chattered wildly to himself.

“See that? He moves like a monkey,” Lucky whispered. “It’s amazing.”

“Colobus, I bet,” Tiro said. Lucky’s laugh was unexpected. The Brit had no real sense of humor to speak of, so Tiro put it down to nerves.

The wild man led them outside, down a steep slope and into a cave. At the cavemouth, the burning embers of a fire. A cooking pot sat on a grate above it. “Eat, eat!” the man urged. He grabbed a spoon and gestured toward his mouth.

Tiro, surprised to see the wild man used cutlery, peered into the pot. Gray goop. “Thanks, but no thanks, man,” he said, politely. All the while, something gnawed at him. What was it?

Amadeus asked the man where the owl was—a question that sent their host into spasms of anxiety. He pulled on his ’fro, wrapped his arms around his middle, and rocked himself back and forth. A small monkey came up and sat beside him. It patted the man’s knee like a mother.

“Think that one’s his pet?” Tiro asked.

The man leapt up. He waved his arms around and shrieked at Tiro. “No pets! No PETS!” The little monkey took off like a rocket.

A few seconds later, the man settled back into a deep squat. Soon, he was rocking back and forth again, muttering to himself.

“Think he’s been here a while?” Lucky asked.

“No,” Tiro replied. “I think he arrived a few days before we did. Jesus Christ, man! Isn’t it obvious? The poor guy’s been living here in solitary for years.”

But Amadeus was nothing if not persistent. “The owl,” he coaxed. “Can we meet him?”

The man stopped rocking and stood up. The four of them reeled back in surprise.

Tiro exclaimed, “He’s as tall as Laughing Tree!”

It was no exaggeration. The old man’s bent back was suddenly straight as an arrow. Amadeus, Tiro, and Lucky were all more than six foot tall, but this man must be close to seven foot. He approached Amadeus. Instinctively, Tiro rushed up to stand beside his captain.

“I am the Owl,” the man said. He puffed out his chest and spoke with an old-fashioned formality. “I am pleased to meeting me, isn’t it?” Awkwardly, the Owl extended his hand. Amadeus took it in his and shook it warmly. The kind gesture touched the man. He grasped the outstretched hand in both of his, raised it to his lips, and kissed it. If they thought the man had found his way back to sanity, they were mistaken.

“Touch!” he shrieked. “Human! I will show you now, isn’t it?”

“Thank you, sir,” Amadeus said, cool as a cuke. “We would like to meet the owl now.”

The man chanted a response: “Meet the Owl! Meet the Owl!” Still clasping the Dream Master’s hand, he held his arms up to his face for protection and crouched down as if Amadeus was beating him. “Ow! Hurt me! No!”

“We should take him with us,” Ji said. “The poor man’s been tortured.”

“Take him with us? In the car?” Lucky asked.

“We could strap him to the roof if you prefer,” Ji shot back. Tiro chuckled at that.

The man still had a hold of the Dream Master’s hand. Gently, Amadeus pulled it from his grasp, stepped a few feet away, and gestured to the others to join him.

“We can’t leave him here,” Ji said.

“But is it fair to take him with us?” Amadeus asked. “He’s traumatized. I don’t think he’d come willingly.” Tiro looked over at the wailing wild man. Amadeus was right.

“We could tell Chief Josephine we found him,” Lucky suggested. “Tell her the bridge is fixed. They could send someone up here. Michael maybe. He’d know what to do.” Even Tiro had to admit it was a good suggestion.

Ji-j walked up to the man and explained there were friends in a village who would come to see him soon so he wouldn’t be alone. He flung his arms around her.

“Hey!” Lucky cried. “She’s just had surgery, man!”

“It’s okay,” Ji said, as the wild man gently rubbed her back. “He’s not hurting me.”

Suddenly, the man drew back his hand as if he’d burned it. “No! No!” he wailed. He wagged a bony finger in Ji-ji’s face. “No let them see!” He started to pull her away. “I take you to safetily now. In the cave. Those men will not find us. We dream with the dead, isn’t it?”

Lucky rushed toward him shouting, “Hey, man. Let her go!”

A sound like a thousand glass leaves buffeted by the wind. Ji-ji was unfurling! Only it wasn’t her. It was the old man who stood before them, shimmering like a bruised bird of paradise. “I am the Owl,” the man said, while his wings rippled like sunlit water. He looked from one wing to the other, shocked by his own transformation. “For a long time, I do not do this.”

“You’re like me!” Ji cried, elated. “You’re a Wingchild!”

At that moment, the thing that had been gnawing at Tiro leapt to the front of his mind. No way the Owl built that fancy new rope bridge. Someone else had done it.

Ji-ji reached out to the old man as he fell. And then the real madness was upon them.






25 THE CITY OF CAGES


Every morning, when the Disciple Bells ring at five, seeds all over the City of Cages rise.

The lucky ones ready themselves in much the same way as people have for centuries. Tattooed rather than branded to indicate their occupations, these privileged seeds, these males and females of all ages, are trusted by their patrons to adhere to the Botanicals Honor Code. They can venture out at night and roam Freely around the city. Some of these favorites are sponsored by high-ranking clerics in the Inner Sanctum, some by wealthy business owners, and some by steaders (clerics and non-clerics alike) who keep them for their pleasure.

Most seeds in the city, however, are not favorites. They sleep in barred reflection rooms a.k.a. confessionals. In the Father-City, it is illegal to refer to these structures as cages, a vulgar term that can serve at trial as evidence of a seeds’ propensity for rebellion. As the twelve Holy Handmaidens selected by the Diviner to serve as votaries pull on rope with calloused hands, the seeds who hear the bells have noticed, in recent days, something strident in the notes. An almost imperceptible undercurrent of discontent, as if each chaste sister flirted with volition just before she pulled a little too hard on the rope, which rung the bell, which tolled the time, which reminded the seeds of Armistice how blissful it would feel to rise.

The Twelfth is one of the few steaders to hear the splash of aggression in notes that spread out across the city like blood spilled on cobblestones. At five, he hurries along a maze of deserted corridors and down, down, down to where his beautiful Black Madonna lies. How sweet it will be if, roused by the bells, she opens her lovely eyes and legs to him. He has brought the wizard’s Testament to share with her. Reading it troubles and calms him at the same time. He’s not delusional. He knows Silapu Lotterseedmate, his Mammy Tep, is indisputably dead. He’s not gullible either. He has nothing but disdain for those ridiculous Dimmer ghosts the primitives like to conjure up. But she believed in them. Maybe the wizened Tribal wizard will appear in this unholy sepulcher, waft in to comfort the two pietàs of Murder-Mouth? Drug-sopped and furious, Lotter locked the murdered mams in the same room. If Silapu resurrects herself and turns her head to the left, she’ll see the disfigured maternal thing in the display case as it cradles its monstrous glob of a seedling. She’ll know what horrific fate he delivered her from.

Dead or alive, his Mammy Tep is the bane of his existence. She told the witch she hated him, apparently—even though, years ago, at enormous risk to himself, he disobeyed Cropmaster Herring and carried her out of that disgusting facility. Some sins can never be forgiven. Not once did his Toteppi seedmate ever thank him for rescuing her; not once did she run her Dark Essenceial fingers through his hair and tell him how beautiful his blond locks were, or remark on the striking blueness of his eyes—something other females always do. Not once did she acknowledge his climax with anything other than a sullen grunt.

If she roused herself from death, he couldn’t say for sure whether he’d make passionate love to her or kill her for the suffering she’s put him through. Both at once maybe? Ha! What a squalid picture for the mealy-mouthed inquisitor and his vicious mother to come upon! How vindicated Sessill Morson would feel when he saw the rival who made him sick with envy laid low. What would they do? Expose his Unnatural Affiliation and risk mutiny from the Twelfth’s cult-like followers, or seal up the sepulcher and block the entrance with a boulder? Expose or cover up—the perennial question that threatens authoritarian rule.

Lotter lays the worn notebook over the bullet wound in Silapu’s chest—the stigmata that wounded him as much as (or more than?) it did her. Perhaps she’ll be inspired by the wizard’s words and open her lovely eyes to read them, or do some other shit that’ll tell Lotter she’s revivable in some mysterious, primitive way. He’s moderately high, as is his custom these days. He undoes her linen shift down to her waist, stares transfixed at her breasts with their nipples so black they look purple. The horror of it all is that she’s so beautiful, so still … He loves her more than any other steader has loved any other seed. He worshipped her Blackness and entered it willingly, yet she was never grateful for his perpetual adoration. The only ones she ever loved—apart from that dyke he pyred—were their offspring. When he saw how different her maternal love was from the pitiful affection she gave him, he was enraged.

He lifts the wizard’s Testament from her chest and opens it. He reads her a passage or two, then recounts what else is in it. Calmer now, without irony, he says their youngest is a Flying African like the people Dreg writes about. Like Jellybean. “Bonbon looks so much like you, it’s uncanny.” In a ritual of sorts, he vows to protect her seedlings, reminds her he didn’t kill Jellybean in the Dream Coop in spite of what the little slut and her accomplice did to goad him. When he reaches the part where the wizard claims that falls engendered by love are not necessarily tragic, he begs her to tell him if this is true. Naturally, she says nothing.

A surge of anger rises to batter him. He wants to slap her, but he stops himself, scared she’ll shatter like a porcelain doll. Cropmaster Herring used to collect those—exactly the kind of shit you’d expect a pervert to covet. Once, Lotter dropped one “by accident” to see what Herring would do. The old fart, who’d murdered and maimed dozens of seeds with a resoluteness rooted in psychosis, wiped a tear from his gaunt cheek and gathered up the shards of porcelain as if they were alive. Lotter tells himself he and Cropmaster Herring are nothing like each other. Then he realizes he doesn’t give a rat’s ass if they are.

“I’m sick of it all,” he groans to his corpse-confessors. “Worthy and Kattenna think they have me over a barrel—think I don’t know I’m being used. You used me, Mammy Tep—I always knew that. I promised I’d give you whatever you wanted if you loved me back. You refused. Wouldn’t even pretend. Always puked when you took me in your mouth. That old witch thinks you were the victim. But you were always the perpetrator, you sadistic bitch.”

He’s out of breath. His heart is racing. Maybe it will give out on him here in the Vault. He hopes so. If he has time, he’ll clamber in beside her, take her in his arms, and love her to death.

It’s still early in the morning and he didn’t sleep well. He dozes off. Dreams. The dream flies into nightmare as she slips her hand under his shirt like a lover to steal a knife from him (the same knife she dreamed in life of wielding) and thrusts it through his rib cage to pierce his anguished, curdled heart.



There were a lot of things Delilah Moon didn’t know about the Father-City of Armistice. But mere details had never decelerated her forward motion, and she had no intention of allowing them to interfere with it now. As far as she was concerned, her bodacious approach to life explained how a downtrodden Commonseed with one too many bald patches, several knocked-out teeth, a lazy eye, and boobs that weren’t as perky as they used to be snatched an executioner’s house from under his nose and purchased a Tainted and Damaged seed’s Freedom. Not that her beneficence did her much good in the end. Spend enough time around people and they always disappoint you. Delilah was on a mission to prove to Dip—that ungrateful bitch—she’d lost the best stream of sugar-mommy largess she would ever know.

Delilah Moon was in possession of good fortune—information that promised to improve her lot forever. All she had to do was get an appointment to see Lotter—an impossible task for someone who was chronically misperceived, but courtesy of renowned Freedom fighter Marcus Aurelius and her own unmatched eavesdropping skills, she had the goods. She’d been sorely tempted by the offer Marcus made her to double-agent for the cause of Freedom. Nothing she’d enjoy more than sticking it to steaders. But as her mam said, your best option was to become a creature of circumstance and calibrate your ethics accordingly. (Having never attended school beyond fourth grade, her mam didn’t use those words, but that’s what she meant.) And even though Trexie the Trickster, unlike most seeds, was executed for crimes she actually committed, Delilah wasn’t ready to discard all her mam’s teachings, not when Trexie had managed to lie, cheat, and homicide successfully for decades before she got caught.

Delilah’s 666-mile journey up north to Armistice was almost as much of a nightmare as her trip down south to the Madlands. Luckily, one of her most impressive skills was converting hardship into energy. She wasn’t intimidated by the Father-City, but the face brands on the cheeks of botanical residents irked her. It’s all very well to face-brand a butcher like Chaff Man. Innocent seeds were a different matter. If any fairskin Armorer thought he could stamp a burning brand onto her cheek, he’d be disappointed.

One of the biggest letdowns was the city’s distance from the Great Lakes. Turns out, the lakes were miles away. Who knew? Not the maps, that’s for sure. The buddy Delilah made on the wagon ride during the penultimate leg of her journey said Chicago resistance forces (mostly seeds) had thwarted Armistice’s plans to locate themselves next to the famous lake. The Founding Fathers were therefore forced to build their capital much farther from water than they’d planned. It thrilled Delilah to think that seeds had been victorious. In general, seeds were wimps. Refused to fight back, clung tenaciously to every goddam rule ever invented.

Navigating through the streets was straightforward initially. Same boring wheel design steaders employed on their plantings, as if all they had to call on was this unimaginative city planner with a fetish for wagon wheels. All roads led to a big fat cliché—a central hub. On plantings, this was where the Commons, communal buildings like the dining hall, and Execution Circle were located. In Armistice, the hub was where they stuck their notorious Penal Plaza.

The garrulous trade-seed she got chummy with in the wagon told her the Supreme Council’s motto was “divide, conquer, and sow resentment,” which was why fairskin residents of Armistice were either Hubbers or Rimmers. If you were fortunate enough to be a Hubber, you lived in one of the fancier, central parts of the city. If you were a Rimmer, it wasn’t like you were a seed or anything catastrophic like that, but you had to be mindful of your place and defer to your betters. You could be fined or even backlashed if you didn’t.

As she wended her way through the streets and alleys of Armistice, Delilah heard the irritating bells toll the hour. Her wagon buddy had prepped her for this delight. Said there were twelve holy virgins who rang the damn things day in, day out, though what the connection was between virginity and bell ringing her new buddy couldn’t say, probably cos he wasn’t the sharpest tool in the toolbox, and he hadn’t read near as much as she had. In fact, what’s-his-name was almost illiterate, so she hadn’t bothered to deposit the dolt’s appellation in her memory bank.

Delilah blamed the mournful bells for her sudden bout of reminiscing. Before she could stop herself, she was back on Planting 437 as a lowly kitchen-seed and Casper’s seedmate.

Even as a seedling, Delilah hated everything about steader culture. After she read a couple of chapters from the banned history book by Maeve Exra that Zyla Clobershay loaned her, she knew why her hatred was legit. According to Exra, the steaders’ main talent was plagiarizing. Snatched puritanism, humorlessness, and spiritual anxiety from extreme Protestant teaching, and fused religion with politics till the two were inseparable. Dissidents became heretics, and any disagreement with the prevailing authority damned you in the eyes of the trifecta—Church, state, and god. The more Delilah thought about it, the more steader culture was like her mam: brazen, opportunistic, ignorant, and completely shameless. For its own benefit, it could steal the shit out of anything.

Some of Delilah’s best memories while she was living as Sloppy Casperseedmate on Planting 437 came from when the little blond legacy school teacher introduced her brightest students to the world of banned books. Then everything went to hell after Vanguard Casper barges into Delilah’s lean-to for a quickie and finds her reading a chapter from Maeve Exra’s banned tome. (Only Zyla’s spoiled pets like Jellybean got to dip into the whole entire book.) In response to Casper’s tirade, Delilah parrots to him about Zyla. Getting the little blond teacher in hot water is a helluva lot better than getting a beating from the mad bastard you’re seedmated to, who’s already damaged parts of you so deep it doesn’t bear thinking about. As a result of her parroting to Casper, Zyla’s forced to run, which, ironically, destroys Delilah’s access to books, the only thing that made planting life bearable.

Occasionally, she feels bad about Zyla, but not near as bad as she feels about Amadee. She only parroted about him kissing that boy Juan cos it pissed her off when Amadee turned out to be a switch-hitter. Tiro’s twin was the only Mule she’d ever met who saw how much she had to offer intellectually and never mocked her for it. If she’d known Drexler Williams would tractor-pull his own seedling to pieces, she would never have parroted. Who was she kidding? She knew Amadee would be lashed, lopped, or executed for Deviancy. Wasn’t all her fault. Amadee fooled her into believing there was something special between them. Smiled at her every time he saw her. Waved several times too. What kind of sick Muleseed does that to a bruised, battered, slit-your-throat lonely and fucked-bloody-every-week Commonseed like her unless he intends to follow it through? Sometimes kindness isn’t merciful. Sometimes it’s mockery. So, when she spied him with Juan behind the barn, the sight of his tongue probing Juan’s mouth with the kind of hunger that rightly belonged to her, the truth hit her in the gut: she was a joke, a fool Amadee took pity on. Probably laughed at her with Tiro behind her back. All the rage she felt for Casper erupted inside her. If her own life depended on it, she couldn’t have smothered her volcanic fury.

The tractor lynching nearly killed Tiro, who was never the same after that. You could almost see his tore-up twin perched there on his shoulder weighing him down. But Delilah knew how to put things away so they didn’t crush you. She stuffed Amadee in a cage in her brain and locked the door. The trick to survival is forgetfulness, her mam used to say. One of the few things Trexie got right.

Delilah never told anyone what she’d done, but there was this one time after it happened when she passed the Tribal wizard on a planting footpath not far from Execution Circle. Uncle Dreg in his freaky bauble-eye necklace was heading off on some errand for the cropmaster like he did all the time. (She could never figure out why the wizard, who had the right to roam wherever he wanted, didn’t take off for good. Only thing she could figure was that Cropmaster Herring threatened to kill Zaini and her sons if he skedaddled.) So Wizard Dreg sees her and stops dead. She thinks he’ll say something encouraging like he did before. But all he does is stare at her as she passes. His look isn’t accusatory; it’s heartbroken, which is worse. Not normally remorseful, she starts to bawl. Can’t stop herself. Then the wizard turns and walks on.

She began cutting herself soon after that, but the relief faded much faster than the scars, and Casper beat her when he saw what she’d done to herself. So she did what she always did: kept moving forward and looking straight ahead cos looking backward guts you.

It wasn’t till Delilah got to the inner gate that she realized she should’ve done more research and less accelerating. The steader guards demanded to see her Inner Sanctum Entry Visa, whatever the fuck that was. She showed them the genuine papers she’d got from Lotter more than two years ago after she parroted to him that Jellybean could fly, but they refused to believe the Right-to-Roam clause in her papers was genuine.

“You don’t look like a Right-to-Roamer,” one of them said, as he grabbed a boob and started squeezing it like it was an udder.

“You’re right, man,” the other one said as he cupped her crotch.

Then she made things worse. Told them she had an urgent message for Lord Commander Lotter. That was all the evidence they needed that the uppity Commonseed should be taught a lesson. Booby and Crotch ordered their subordinates to keep an eye on things while they instructed her. They shoved her into a shed tucked behind some bushes near the entrance gate. For the next fifteen minutes, they taught her a lesson she wouldn’t forget.

She stayed real quiet and tried to convince herself their sweaty man-sized hands were Dip’s good hand, but it didn’t work. Fuckers robbed her too. Luckily, she had some of Chaff Man’s SuperState bills sewn inside her skirt. Booby and Crotch didn’t find those. She told herself she’d been through worse, which was true. But that didn’t help much either.

Delilah spent the night on the wrong side of the inner gate in a boardinghouse that doubled as a miscegenation brothel, where steaders could pay to poke seeds. She could’ve stayed gratis and earned some lucre if she’d been willing to pony up her privates. But given that her seed canal was still sore as hell, and given that she wasn’t a looker, the pittance the miscegenation madam said she’d get didn’t tempt her. The madam shrugged. “It’s your choice, hon,” she said, and escorted her out of the guest wing to a dormitory in a barnlike shed out back. Like a jail, it featured a row of cages. They looked almost exactly like the confessionals in the basements of planting father-houses where wild seeds were locked up to ponder their sinfulness.

The minute she saw the cages, Delilah changed her mind. Said she wanted to claim temporary patronage and sleep with one of the clients (patrons the madam called them) in a proper guest room. “You should’ve claimed patronage earlier,” the madam, a plump Muleseed with a parade of facial tattoos that gave her the look of a pirate, told her. “Too late to switch now, hon. Patrons are all scooped up. You’ll be locked in this cell till five when the matin bells sound. All seeds gotta be out by six—earlier if they’re an errander needs to deliver a message to a Hubber. You an errander?” No, she wasn’t an errander. “Ain’t you the lucky one?” the madam said. “You get to lie in.”

It could have been worse. The cage was fairly clean, and there was a bucket of water behind a curtain for pissing, and a full bowl of clean water for washing, and a folding canvas bed too. Breakfast was also included. She was given a token for a quick trip to the next-door shower-house. Soap and a towel were extra, but Delilah remembered that Lotter was a germaphobe who hated stinky seeds. So the next morning she sprang for the extras, washed with real soap, and dried herself on a clean towel. The water was shivery cold and the shower-house was pretty rough. But Christ Almighty, it felt good to get clean down there.

Later that morning, Delilah’s fortune was on the upswing again when she spied a delivery truck heading into the walled Inner City. Only those on official business enjoyed vehicular entry through the gate. Regular seeds and even most steaders traveled on foot, on bicycles, in rickshaws, or in horse-drawn wagons. No way she could enter unseen in those. Quick as a flash, while the driver was occupied flirting with a whore, she scrambled into the back of the truck and hid under the tarpaulin. Bags of vegetables and cobbled streets made for a lumpy ride. She burrowed down in case the guards at the gate pulled back the tarpaulin. Her heart stopped when she heard them check the driver’s papers. If the two motherfuckers who’d taught her a lesson caught her trying to enter, they’d kill her this time around. Her luck held: the guards recognized the driver and waved him on through. On a quiet side road near a bakery, she jumped out and ran as fast as she could down the first alley. She’d made it. Delilah Moon was inside the hub.

The morning slowed after that. Delilah spent half a day wandering around near Penal Plaza trying to figure out how to get a message to Lotter. For the most part, she steered clear of the plaza, but she couldn’t help staring at some of the lurid entertainment—a few topless backlashings, including a backlash of an outcast Serverseed with the biggest jugs she’d ever seen; a lynching from a purpose-built scaffold rather than a penal tree (it was the novelty of it that drew her in), and some fire jugglers. The jugglers weren’t bad for jugglers, but she was pretty certain the beard-on-fire part was a blunder.

Her next stroke of luck occurred when she happened to hear this unsavory-looking fairskin say in response to a question yelled by a cleric that he was on the way to see the Twelfth. Hardly able to believe her good fortune, she followed him. She thought she was being subtle, but the bastard scooted into an alley, lay in wait, and ambushed her. He hoisted her off her feet and slammed her up against the wall. The guards had done a number on her back the day before, so the wall slamming made her scream. The bastard grinned. Then, like the perv he obviously was, he ran his fat tongue up the left side of her face from chin to forehead. At least he smelled halfway decent. Black Essenceial, Lotter’s famous cologne, gave his steader beard a sharp, musky scent. He wasn’t the type to smell good. She put it down to Lotter’s influence.

He demanded to know if she was following him. “I hope you are. S’been an hour or two since I killed anyone, an’ the drought’s getting to me, dusky. How old are you anyway? You’re an ugly cunt with that loopy eye, but you still got some juice left to squeeze, I bet.”

As fast as she could, Delilah said she had to speak to Cropmaster Lotter.

“Call him by his proper title, bitch! He’s the Lord Commander of the fuckin army!”

Delilah swore she hadn’t meant to give offense. At first, he didn’t believe she had anything important to convey, but after she mentioned Marcus Aurelius he changed his tune.

“Okay, I’ll take you to him. But if you’re lying, dusky, the drought’s lifted.”

To underline the threat, he slipped an imaginary rope around his stubbled neck and mimed a lynching.

Twenty minutes later, Delilah found herself in the Temple of the Patriarchs, which was, she discovered, linked to the palace via an absurdly long corridor lined with mirrors meant to replicate some grand corridor in France. The palace was the grandest building she’d ever seen, filled with white marble statues and a gigantic double staircase, also marble. She was led up one flight of stairs then left to stew in the hallway. The man told her transients weren’t permitted to sit on the chairs, so she made herself comfortable on the marble floor, relieved it wasn’t her time of month. If she bled on the white marble floor, the bastards would cage her for good.

She didn’t like to admit she was as scared to be around Lotter as she used to be. His mood could shift from one extreme to the other in the blink of an eye. When she, Dip, and Jellybean used to serve him his breakfast and lunch in his father-house on the planting, he’d suddenly turn on them if they hadn’t poached his eggs just right—runny but thoroughly cooked. Or if his cutlery was misaligned by a hair or his glass wasn’t spotless, the bastard would get that serrated edge to his voice and you’d know he was about to go ballistic.

When Lotter’s lackey poked his head around the massive, fifteen-foot door and said, “He’ll see you in his chambers now, Sloppy Casperseedmate,” she was trembling so much she found it hard to stand. Were his chambers his bedroom? Hell, she hoped not! She wished she’d used her other name to make herself sound less ridiculous, but Lotter wouldn’t have recognized it. “Get a move on, dusky,” the lout ordered. Head down, she crept past him and into a space that shocked her with its opulence. Nothing in life was fair, and Lotter’s lot in life was no exception.

Arundale Lotter sat behind an enormous desk in a grand room with ridiculously large windows and the highest ceilings she’d ever seen. No bed anywhere. Chambers must mean something different than she thought. Everything except the furniture was white—including Lotter, who hadn’t changed as much as she expected, probably due to the cushy life he led in Armistice. His blond beard was shorter and less spade-like than it was on the planting. But his eyes were the same unnatural blue. Lord Commander Goldilocks had some gray in his hair and his cheeks were hollower. But this only made the sonuvabitch look more distinguished.

“Leave us, Zyko,” Lotter said.

He waved his man away. So. The rumors were true. He’d fucked up the fingers he smashed against the glass when Jellybean did her hummingbird impression in the Dream Coop. Delilah’s confidence rose. The Twelfth wasn’t inviolate after all.

Lotter took a bite from some crazy-looking bread on a plate next to him. The bread was veined with crimson. Must be one of those famous lifeblood loaves only the top alpha dogs in Armistice got to eat. The size of his stupid chambers was one thing, but the sight of his breakfast—a hillock of ham and four fried eggs!—screamed to her of injustice.

A moldy notebook lay open on his desk. He continued to rifle through it and didn’t hardly bother to look up. His obvious disdain offended her. She got out the imaginary pliers she’d used on Crupper and tore into one of Lotter’s wisdom teeth.

“You have five minutes, Sloppy. Make it count.”

“Yes, Lord Commander, sir.”

“Did Chaff Man send you?”

Oh crap! Why hadn’t she anticipated this would be the bastard’s first question? She was in a bind. What if Chaff Man had contacted him? She cursed Dip’s softheartedness. They should’ve killed the carrot-haired motherfucker and burned his corpse to ash.

Lotter hated seeds who mumbled, so she spoke clearly: “I haven’t seen Chaff Man in ages. He sent me down to the Madlands to parley with Marcus Aurelius and his Invisible Men. I hightailed it up here. Thought you’d want to know as soon as possible, sir.”

The ghost of a smile appeared on Lotter’s face. “And what did your parley reveal?”

He was ridiculing her. Had she mispronounced parley?

“It revealed their plans,” she said, portentously. She raised her chin and pulled her shoulders back. “A rising is on the way. The Rising. The one Wizard Dreg predicted. Coordinated. One raid after the other on dozens of plantings in the next month or two. All across the Territories. Marcus and his Invisible Men, and the allies Charra assembled when she—” She slapped her hand over her mouth. Why did she mention Charra? The last thing he’d want to be reminded about is that his own seedling used to be the fiercest Freedom fighter in the Madlands.

“That is all very interesting,” he said. “But you’re too late.”

In a voice barely above a mousey squeak, she said, “Too late?” He dipped his lifeblood loaf into the yoke of one of his four (four!) eggs and popped it in his mouth. It felt as if he’d spat in her face. A trail of sun-yellow yoke splashed onto the pages of the notebook he was reading.

“The raids have already begun. Four plantings were struck by terrorists two nights ago. Three more last night. I’m sure you can see why it would have been helpful to have received this intel earlier. Many lives could have been saved.”

Panicked, she spoke fast. “I tried to hurry! I swear I did! But he packed me off to the Madlands! I was in that hellhole alone! Know the size of gators down there?” She’d asked a presumptuous question. Seeds got whipped for insolence. This wasn’t going well. She told herself she’d saved the best for last and rushed headlong into the main point of her visit.

“I got more!” she squealed. “A lot more!” She took a deep breath. “I know who did it.”

“Who did what?” He sounded bored.

“Who the murderer was who killed him.”

“Killed who, Sloppy? I haven’t got all day.”

In a panic, she’d forgotten his name! “That guy. You know.” His name hit her like a lightning bolt. “Zebadiah Moss!” she exclaimed. “The Grand Inquisitor’s brother!”

Lotter leapt up, knocking the notebook to the floor. His breakfast plate teetered on the edge of his desk above it but didn’t fall. His startlingly blue eyes glittered with excitement. “What did you say?”

She had his attention now all right. He walked round the table and advanced toward her. She took a step back and prepared to defend herself. She’d forgotten how tall he was. Muscular too. No way she could take him down even if she made a beeline for his eyes.

She spoke fast: “Name he went by was Zinc. But his real name was Zebadiah.”

He leaned over her. She smelled his famous cologne. It didn’t smell anything like the one his lackey wore. “Who was responsible?” he asked.

She swallowed hard and said, “Your seedling.”

His face broke into a smile. He actually chuckled! Delilah was terrified. He shook his head. “Well, well. I guess Charra was an even more formidable fighter than they said.”

“No! Not her! Not Charra. The freak. Jellybean.”

Several seconds of silence was broken by Lotter. “You expect me to believe Jellybean slaughtered half a dozen trained assassins?”

“Yes … I mean no. I mean, not her alone. That lieutenant fired most of the shots.”

Lotter’s face hardened when she mentioned his lieutenant. Jellybean was toast.

“Near Dimmers Wood they did it. Jellybean found a letter. An old photo too. Of Zebadiah Moss—the dead guy—an’ the inquisitor, maybe. As babies. She shared parts of the letter with those treasonous reporters Edelmann an’ Lowenstein. But Jellybean was the source.” Encouraged by how carefully he was listening now, she went on: “Jellybean stole his horse. Zebadiah’s stallion. Escaped that way. I ferreted all this out in Turnabout. I’m lethal when it comes to eavesdropping.”

Lotter grabbed hold of her wrist and twisted it, demanded to know if she’d told this to anyone else. She was so sick of men grabbing at her that she nearly swore at him.

“No, sir!” she cried, remembering to speak humbly. “I ain’t told a living soul!”

He let go of her wrist and brought his face down by her ear. “You breathe a word of this to anyone, and they will be the last words you utter.”

She nodded vigorously before deciding it was better to shake her head. “I’ll never breathe a word. I promise. I saved it for you, sir. I knew it was important.”

“Where are you staying?” he asked, casually.

She wasn’t actually staying anywhere, so she told him where she’d stayed the night before. “A miscegenation by the Inner Gate. The one with the satyr out front.”

He squinted at her when she said satyr. Another dumb mistake on her part. Commonseeds weren’t supposed to know about the Greeks.

“You have provided useful information, Sloppy. As the executioner had nothing to do with this revelation, you may keep his share of the reward money. I’ll have Zyko deliver the reward to your lodgings.”

“Thank you, Lord Commander Lotter, sir,” she said, and hurried out.

Delilah walked as fast as she could without attracting attention and only paused in a side street to catch her breath. She mingled with a crowd of other seeds to escape attention and exited unnoticed through the Inner Gate.

She needed time to think. Lotter hadn’t reacted the way she expected. All seeds with any longevity learned early how to read steaders. Lotter hadn’t been happy to hear Jellybean was involved in the murder. She could tell by the way he clenched his jaw when she delivered the news. She’d assumed he’d want to pyre his wayward seed, but she’d made one of the worst blunders of her life. Lotter didn’t want to lynch Jellybean; he wanted to protect her. Lotter had transferred his seed affiliation from Silapu to Jellybean. Or could be he was scared he’d be held responsible as Patriarch of the murderous homicider. Either way, her nemesis had foiled her again. Only a fool would believe the reward would be forthcoming. She needed to abort the mission and get out of this City of Cages ASAP.

Instinctively, she imagined relaying the sad story of her adventures to Dip. But Dip had left her, the reward had evaporated, she’d been raped and humiliated, and Lotter ate four eggs and a pound of ham for his breakfast. Every one of these injustices could be traced back to Jellybean the Mutant, former chief kitchen-seed and chief bane of her existence. If she ever laid eyes on the spoiled freak again, the first thing she’d do is slit her throat.



Having received an urgent summons to meet in Worthy’s chambers in the east wing of the Palace of the Patriarchs, Lotter already suspected the news would not be good, a conclusion confirmed by the Grand Inquisitor’s body language.

“What’s going on?” Lotter had addressed his question to Worthy’s rigid back.

The Grand Inquisitor and Lord Secretary of the Supreme Council stood gazing out of his towering study window onto the scene below. He acknowledged Lotter’s question with a grunt but didn’t turn around. Accustomed to petty reminders of inquisitorial authority, Lotter was forced to swallow his irritation.

Worthy could see his own reflection in the window, a treat Lotter was certain the inquisitor would enjoy. In his cardinal-red robes, Worthy looked meatier than he actually was. Lotter had seen the Lord Secretary’s naked body in the palace saunas and spa. Wiry was the kindest word Lotter had for his superior’s puny frame. The man’s physique, with barely a bicep or pec to speak of, was a testament to the perils of abstinence. Zyko once blurted out after he’d drunk too much whiskey that Worthy’s dick had never been taken out for a test drive, whereupon Lotter was obliged to impose a hefty fine on his man, even though he found the comment amusing.

Worthy, who liked to boast about his ability to amass important information, would be appalled to discover Lotter knew the answer to a mystery that had plagued him for years. What would he do if he found out Lotter’s former lieutenant and his Avian seedling had killed his brother? Lotter honestly didn’t know, which was why, much as he would love to sic the Territories on Lucas Dyson, he had no intention of sharing that juicy nugget with anyone. Besides, Lucas Dyson was probably dead already, and Zyko had been dispatched to make quick work of Sloppy. It would be foolhardy to leave parrots alive who’d squawk to whoever coughed up a few seed chips. Vanguard Casper’s seedmate was smarter than she looked and dumber than she thought. In other words, she was a liability. He regretted having to meet her in his office. After her visit, it stank of that cheap horse soap they used in the city’s public showers.

Lotter waited impatiently for Worthy to turn around. Unlike Lotter’s chambers, the Grand Inquisitor’s palatial suite of rooms enjoyed a view only exceeded by that of the Supreme Leader Morson. On this side where his office was located, Worthy overlooked the jaw-droppingly beautiful Gardens of Contemplation, comprised of half a dozen specialty gardens where a dozen gardeners and an army of botanicals toiled to make sure the gardens did not disappoint the Grand Inquisitor, who had appointed himself Garden Overseer. The rose garden beneath his window was comparable to some of the best gardens they used to have in Europe before the Long Warming, droughts, and floods decimated many gardens all over the world. The ceiling frescos, the enormous fireplace, and the imperial, bifurcated staircase, accessed through a wall of French doors in his chambers’ reception room, testified to Worthy’s high status.

The Grand Inquisitor turned around at last. “It’s not good. Twelve more plantings attacked early this morning. Multiple casualties. Five plantings occupied, including the 368th.”

Lotter shifted his expression into a look of deep concern, while inwardly he experienced a wave of relief. In spite of Zyko’s stupid mistake bringing the slut to his office (what was he thinking?), Worthy the Omniscient remained in the dark.

“I assume we have Marcus Aurelius and his Invisible Men to thank,” Lotter said.

“The fly-boy’s alliances have only grown stronger, including his alliance with Atlanta and Chicago. Those ghetto cities have been a burr in our side for too long. But now the evidence is indisputable. The SuperStates are a part of this revolt too.” Worthy’s tone became more emphatic. “If the Unaligned Territories join the Reunionist cause, we will be facing all-out war.”

Lotter said he wasn’t too worried. “Most of the Unaligneds are no threat.”

“Maybe. But there’s more. Cohorts of seed traitors on plantings. Seeds who switch off security fences minutes before an attack and sabotage communications. Trusted erranders conveying messages to the Friends of Freedom.”

“I’ll order all seed erranders confined to plantings and get the situation under con—”

“I gave the order this morning. I didn’t want to disturb you, Dale. I know you military men like to get your beauty sleep.”

Lotter didn’t bother to swat at the inquisitor’s sarcasm. He focused instead on the task at hand. “We’ll need to amp up security at every planting. In the Father-City too.”

“Indeed, Dale. But I understood that had already been done. Am I missing something?”

A reprimand served inquisitor-style.

Lotter had no choice but to brush it off again. “We need to get the Unaligneds in the Southwest to commit forces to our cause,” he said. “We’ll tempt them with trade deals. The Territories is still the breadbasket of the Disunited States. I’ll talk with them today.”

Satisfied for now, Worthy walked over to a closed door and knocked on it.

A female voice called out, “Yes?”

“Can you join us for a moment?” Worthy asked.

“Of course,” the woman replied.

Lotter recognized the overly solicitous voice of the only female whose opinions mattered to the Supreme Council. A few moments later, Kattenna Virago shuffled in.

Worthy took hold of her extended hand and led her to where Lotter stood. The small, elderly woman’s appearance did not hint at the power she wielded in the Territories. She had served as Diviner on the Supreme Council for almost as long as Worthy had served as Lord Secretary. But her influence on the Council was rarely acknowledged lest it inflame orthodox members of the clergy, who didn’t appreciate what they called “estrogenic activism.”

Kattenna was dressed in long robes of sky blue, the color of her order, which to Lotter always seemed to be at odds with her grim predictions. Her long gray hair was parted in the center and pulled back into a bun so severe it looked painful.

As usual, Diviner Virago’s shoulder bag accompanied her. Lotter had come to think of the voluminous bag as her pet. He’d given it a nickname: the Rottweiler. More shopping bag than briefcase, whenever it was opened, onlookers would be wise to ready themselves for an attack. Though he hadn’t yet found an opportunity to rummage through it, Lotter had seen some of the knickknacks and instruments Kattenna had drawn from it in the past. Most of them, initially, seemed innocuous: her reading glasses, her pipe, her favorite pen, a large handkerchief, her indigestion pills—which looked suspiciously like machismos, a drug even hardened drug-sops were leery of. Sometimes, she reached into her portable warehouse and drew out an almanac or minuscule drives that held terabytes of incriminating information. Once, she pulled out a knife so sharp it took her a single chop to make short work of an unrepentant heretic’s full-length finger. Lotter still hadn’t figured out how the old woman carried this razor-sharp knife unsheathed in her bag without injuring herself.

As she walked toward him, Lotter had the kind of revelation only diviners were said to experience—an earth-shattering epiphany on the road to Damascus. Lotter’s assumption that he felt indifferent toward Kattenna Virago was wrong. Turned out, he loathed her with a passion he reserved for the phony American lieutenant who’d dared to betray him. What surprised Lotter more was the reason for this visceral reaction. Diviner Kat Virago exuded a kind of toxin he hadn’t consciously acknowledged before. He could almost see it—a dung-colored discharge that seeped from her nose and mouth. In spite of all her magic tricks and potions, she couldn’t hold a candle to Man Cryday. The Diviner was a charlatan; the tree witch was not. Lotter felt the ground lurch under his feet. Since when did he care about authenticity?

Meanwhile, Worthy’s body language changed the way it always did when the Diviner was in the room. He shifted from one foot to the other and simpered like a fool. “She has had another illumination,” Worthy proclaimed. Lotter tried to look as if he was eager to hear it. “She has seen something,” Worthy gushed. “Tell him, Mother.”

The Diviner nodded indulgently in the direction of her surviving son and commenced to describe to the Lord Commander what her illumination revealed. “I have seen her,” she said. Lotter didn’t need to ask who. “The Wingchild. And another too.”

Lotter’s face was as blank as a sheet of paper. “Another Wingchild? Oletto, you mean?”

“No. Not the Muleseed seedling you and my son are protecting. Another. Old. Broken.”

Lotter was surprised. Diviner Virago’s illuminations were almost always awash in inference and riddles that had to be deciphered, whereas this one was specific.

“This other Wingchild, can he fly? Where is he?”

“It’s not clear,” she said, reverting to her customary ambiguity. “But it may bode ill if my vision should turn out to be true.” She wanted him to ask her why it would bode ill. But why go through that infuriating pantomime when all three of them already knew what was at stake? Tired of waiting for his question, she added, “Another Wingchild, not fathered by you, could cast a shadow on your potency as the Patriarch of Angels.”

Worthy nodded in agreement. “In light of Mother’s illumination, we must move more quickly than anticipated to reveal the seedling to the public, thus cementing your position as—”

So that was their angle. Lotter interrupted: “Oletto’s not ready. He needs time to heal.”

“The tree witch told you this?” Diviner Virago asked.

“Yes. She hasn’t steered us wrong yet. No one else has the expertise—”

“I visited him myself,” Kattenna announced.

A pause. “You visited my seedling?”

“Yes. I examined him. He is ready to leave the nest.”

Lotter struggled to contain his fury. “I wish you had spoken with me first, Kat. His condition is delicate. I would have insisted on being present during your visit. He’s a sensitive child, fearful of strangers. We don’t want to upset him unnecessarily.”

“Child?” the Diviner said. A look of confirmation passed between her and her son. “I think you misspeak, Lord Commander. He is a Muleseed seedling. Or have you already reclassified the little dusky as a True Hybrid?”

Once again, Lotter chose not to respond.

“I found your Oletto endearing, by the way,” she gushed. “And those shimmering wings of his! Remarkable! Almost alien, don’t you agree? Devoid of the primitive savagery one would expect to see if indeed these Wingchildren evolved in the darkest of continents. Isn’t that what we concluded when we visited, son?” The Grand Inquisitor nodded. So—Worthy was there too.

The Diviner continued: “And though his midnight hue does not testify to the strength of the patriarchal seed, he nonetheless has a sweetness to him. Unlike Clayton, who always strikes me as—how shall I put it?—a tad off.”

She laid a cold, clammy hand on Lotter’s good hand as if to administer comfort. Her hand felt like a dead fish. “I hope I haven’t caused any offense.”

Yet again, Lotter remained silent. He feigned a cough and retrieved his hand to cover his mouth only to be accosted by the unpleasant perfume her hand had imparted to his.

“Mother and I have discussed this matter at length,” Worthy informed him. “We believe the witch is not to be trusted. She would keep the seed in hiding forever if she could. As I made clear from the beginning, he needs to fly. He can furl and unfurl now. He did it for us. Given his age, Oletto’s wingspan may be even more impressive than hers. The longer we keep him hidden, the more likely it is he will be discovered, as will our role in all this. Am I right, Mother?”

The Diviner nodded. She reached out and took Lotter’s bent-fingered hand in hers. Without asking, she rubbed his crooked fingers—a violation he would one day make her pay for. Worthy’s mother was fond of gestures like these. Before she tortured heretics, Kattenna Virago liked to make her victims feel as if compassion was one of her primary motivations.

“In my blessed illumination,” she said, sanctimoniously, “I saw him fly. Little Oletto, your seedling, took to the air like his sibling Muleseed! He soared above the earth like an eagle. The people understood the wonder you seeded and were inspired. Botanical flight isn’t some Scourge we should fear or some evil to be resisted. Botanical flight belongs to steaders. To us. Flight has always been ours to claim.”

She relinquished her hold on his damaged hand. It was all he could do not to wipe it on his pants. Sessill Morson would try to murder Oletto the minute he discovered he existed. He wouldn’t be surprised if Worthy and his mother had already thought of ways to make sure the Twelfth would be the fall guy should Morson discover their treachery. He was about to give them his response when the door burst open.

Clay stood in the doorway, out of breath and glistening with sweat.

Worthy was furious. “Did no one teach you to knock, Hybrid!”

The Diviner interceded. She invited Clay to step inside and close the door. “You have news?” she asked.

Clay hesitated. “Yes, ma’am,” he replied. “For the Lord Commander.”

“We are all friends here,” she told him. “Now, tell us what is so urgent that you flouted protocol and entered without knocking.”

Lotter braced himself for the worst. If the slut had already parroted about Jellybean and Dyson, it was over. He always carried a gun. A knife too. How quickly could he dispense with mother and son? Would Clay assist him? Clay glanced over at his father-man for instruction. Yes, he would. Okay then. Let’s get it over with.

“Tell us the news, Clayton,” Lotter ordered.

“She’s here!” Clay said, between gasps. “Knew you’d want to know. Ran all the way.”

“Who’s here?” Worthy asked.

“Jellybean!” Clay cried. “The Wingchild!”

Worthy and Kattenna gasped. Lotter’s mouth twitched with anxiety. He quieted it.

“Continue, Hybrid,” Worthy ordered. With a nod, Lotter granted his permission.

Haltingly, Clay went on: “The Lord-Father of Lord-Fathers captured her. Captured Tiro the Pterodactyl too, the wizard’s nephew. And that Serverseed Dream Master—the outcast who told that Toteppi Origin Story in the Dream—”

Lotter snapped at him: “We all know who he is.”

“Continue, Mr. Lotterman,” Kattenna said, encouragingly.

“He’s brought all of them to Armistice. In chains! Place is buzzing with it. Plans to hold a public execution. Broadcast the Righteous Termination of the Scourge and her co-conspirators. There’s rumors he plans to de-wing her first. You hear that? The Literalists are celebrating in the streets.” Clay looked over at Lotter, who summarily dismissed him. The True Hybrid stood there immobile for several seconds till the stern dismissal registered. He scurried out.

After Clay closed the door, Worthy said, “Not the timing we were hoping for.”

“But perhaps,” Kattenna said, “there is a silver lining. All eyes will be on the first Wingchild. No one will think there is another—a male—waiting in the wings. We don’t have much time to prepare for his public debut. We must move quickly and keep an eye on the tree witch. Dispose of her earlier than we planned, if necessary. And now we must go about our business. He will be watching. There are eyes and ears all over the palace. We have a council meeting later. We must rejoice in the Wingchild’s capture or Sessill will suspect something.”

“You are right as always, Mother.” Worthy kissed his mother’s pale cheek and watched her shuffle out with her bulky shoulder bag.

Lotter was aware of the precariousness of his own position and the danger Oletto was in. Worthy and Kat’s future betrayal became a dogged refrain in his head. Yes. The treacherous pair would make him the fall guy for sure.

Worthy turned to Lotter and said, “I know we had hoped to capture the Wingchild before Morson got to her, but Mother’s right. This may still work to our advantage. Sessill will be salivating over his triumph. When we reveal Oletto to those who already worship the Twelfth, we will eclipse all memory of your female Muleseed. And by that time, Morson will be history.”

Lotter didn’t talk of the promise he’d made to Silapu to protect her offspring. He didn’t say that the only religious experience he’d ever had, apart from making love to Silapu, occurred when he saw Jellybean—or Ji-ji as she liked to call herself—fly the coop in the City of Dreams. He didn’t say, “My love for Oletto is the love a Father-Proper has for his Son-Proper.” Nor did he tell Worthy the truth about what happened to Kattenna’s son Zebadiah, his twin brother—the only person, other than the diviner, Worthy would willingly die for. The Twelfth simply nodded respectfully and took his leave. He had to take matters into his own hands before they did.

As he hurried down the palace’s wide corridors, Lotter recited under his breath the Bible passage he’d committed to memory: There shall not be found among you any … that useth divination, or an observer of times, or an enchanter, or a witch, or a charmer, or a consulter with familiar spirits, or a wizard, or a necromancer. A sin as heinous as that called for the witch’s pyre. He could pyre the Rottweiler too. He was fascinated by the notion that soon, if he played his cards right, the Twelfth would hear the old cow scream.

But first, he had something more important to do.






26 YOU FLY, YOU DIE


Night in the Father-City—a dangerous place for a hunted seed to be. Nearly an hour ago, the Disciple Bells clanged eleven times to signal the curfew for all botanicals without right-to-roam passes. Yet she’s seen a whole bunch of seeds out tonight. Must be something going on. She tells herself if she makes it past midnight, she has a decent chance of getting away. Twice she’s managed to shake him. First time, she lost him in a crowd of flyer-battler fans, steaders mostly. The second time he caught up with her, she ducked into an alley and scrambled over a wall. She’s an excellent climber. Fast too. The third time she’s not so lucky. She sprints round a corner and there he is—the enemy. Not a man. A wall.

“Been chasing you, Sloppy,” Zyko says. He punches her hard in the gut. She doubles over in agony. He jerks her closer, scratches his scrubbing brush of a steader beard against her cheek. “I don’t like chasing seeds,” he complains. “But I love catching ’em.”

Zyko’s bomber jacket bears the Lord Commander’s seal, so passersby know to mind their own business. Zyko’s a walking armory himself—two massive guns in a holster on his hips and a zapstick to electrocute with. No one will dare to intervene.

“C’mon, dusky,” Zyko says. “Let’s find us a private spot so we can get to know each other in the Biblical sense. You probably don’t know what I mean by that, but you will soon. Looks like you’re itching for a lesson.”

Accustomed to strategizing on the fly, Sloppy figures a swift kick to his balls could do the trick. But it’s impossible to pull off when he’s moving so fast. She could fake an epilepsy fit. Casper didn’t touch her for two weeks after she did that, not even for a beating. Thought epilepsy was contagious cos he was dumb as a doorknob. But Zyko’s crafty. He’d never buy it. One thing is certain: she won’t let him rape her. No one else will ever shove himself (or anything else) up inside her again without permission. She vows to damage Zyko. Take a bite out of him on her way out. A finger? A thumb would be better. There goes his livelihood. Shocking that a primate like Zyko has reached the opposable thumb stage. Ha-ha. She made a joke during a time of crisis.

She runs through the amputation maneuver in her head: 1. Bite down hard. 2. Listen for the snap-crunch. 3. Spit out his thumb. Or 4. Swallow it. 5. Christ, that would freak him out. Zyko’s a man with a temper, so there’s another advantage: a maneuver as bold as that would put an end to long-drawn-out suffering. She’d be here one moment and gone the next. Afterwards, no light, no God, and no dumbass angels. One shitty life is more than enough.

Soon after her ill-fated visit to Lotter’s chambers, Sloppy admitted the truth to herself: she’s been desperate to impress Lotter ever since she laid eyes on his sexy blond locks and saw how suave he was when it came to ruthlessness. Jellybean’s father-man could teach the devil a thing or two about evil. Wanted him to admire her vocabulary and her poached eggs. Wanted him to be grateful that, at great risk to herself, she’d opted to share important intel with him. She’s a fool to care what a bastard like Lotter thinks. Dip called her out about it in the old days when they worked together as kitchen-seeds. “Slop,” she says, “you gotta learn to ignore them steader fools. They don’t see you or me. They see through us, like we’re invisible. But take it from me, if they saw you like I do, they’d see a trailblazing warrior. Who else could put up with the shit Casper doles out, day in, day out?” Oh Dippydown Doodle, Sloppy thinks. I wish … I wish … But what’s the point of wishing when there’s no fairies to grant even a one?

Penal Plaza is crowded—steaders and seeds both. Zyko drags her to one of the viewing platforms on the perimeter of the plaza. He wants to watch a Wild Seed get strung up. To make sure she stays quiet, he slips a knife out from his jacket and rests the blade against her back.

He bends down and says, with a grin, “This seed show’ll count as foreplay, Sloppy. Good way to work ourselves up to the finale.” He says finale with three syllables the way it should be said. It depresses her. Bet the moron stole his pronunciation from Lotter.

According to his Death Day pronouncement, the male Commonseed’s crime is gross insolence—i.e., he backtalked to a steader. The wizened little seed at the front of the crowd must be his mam cos she’s bawling like a baby. A seed who looks sibling-y is bawling even more. The steaders in the crowd laugh due to how loud their wailing is. So loud you’d think it was fake.

A split second before the shit hits the fan, Sloppy knows something’s up. She’s heard seeds bawl at executions, but there’s something intentional about it this time—like there’s an agenda lurking behind their wails. So when the deafening BOOM! comes, she half expects it.

And then it’s almost like it’s her, Delilah Moon, the Phoenix, rising from the ashes of despair like Dip always knew she would, laughing like bloodthirsty warriors do when they’re about to kick someone in the crotch.

Zyko ducks after the boom, which makes her knee-thrust into his privates a piece of cake.

“Thanks for the assist, motherfucker!” Sloppy cries, high on vengeance.

She tears off through the crowd. All around her folks are screaming, crying, running, barreling past each other. An acrid smell (explosives?) burns her nostrils; her ears pound from the blast. She looks back. Is that a gun the Wild Seed is wielding? Yeah, it is! His tiny little mam is shooting too. And his brother! Whoo-whee! Mayhem! Wish you could see this, Dippy Doodlepie! She looks back again. Shit! Zyko’s running after her as fast as his groin will let him!

Before she can take off again, another BOOM! Her ears clog up with the din of the explosion. In the chaos that follows, it takes her a moment to figure out what she’s looking at.

Behind her, Zyko has stopped running. He’s leaning up against a railing. He looks weird. Then it dawns on her. Zyko’s leg is blasted off below the knee! He sees her looking back at him and it’s like he forgets you need two legs to run. He tries to run after her and falls flat on his face. She wants to keep on running but she’s desperate to gloat. Don’t be a fool, Slop. Run! But someone’s stuck worm bait in her mouth, and Zyko’s reeling her in.

Amid the hullabaloo and the bullets whizzing, she staggers back to him. She can’t explain why she wants to play with fire. But right now, watching Zyko die up close and personal is what she desires most in this world.

She squats down beside him and pokes his shoulder. He moans, opens his eyes. “Hey! You still alive, motherfucker?”

His face is all tore up from the explosion. He gargles blood and stutters, “H-h-help me!” followed by a series of “Ohs” strung together like the barbed wire on top of a fence. He reaches out to her with his right arm, the only uninjured limb he’s got left. She stares at his hand with its opposable thumb intact. She’s about a foot further away than his scarlet fingers can reach.

“Let us pray for your soul,” she says, mimicking how Pastor Gillyman used to preface his tedious prayers on the planting. She has no idea how long it will take Zyko to die, but she wants her smug face to be the last one he sees. She thinks he’s gone when his eyes stay wide open and staring, like someone who’s discovered a secret too late and is mad as hell about it. Then wouldn’t you know? Sonuvabitch blinks again. That’s the straw, she’s the long-suffering camel.

Delilah Moon rises in the smoking chaos of Penal Plaza. She bends down, slips one of Zyko’s guns out of his holster, and asks if he has any final words.

Off somewhere in the distance she hears seeds sing the Freedom anthem: “Justice, sweet Justice, get ready to rise!”

“Hear that, Zyko? This is about justice. It’s a mercy kill.”

Zyko’s eyes get real big. He tries to plead with her but his jaw’s messed up bad.

“I’m gonna take care of you now,” she says. She thinks of Tulip Rogerseed, who shot her brother Clownfish’s head off cos he was rotten to the core. She hopes Tulip never wasted an ounce of regret on the bastard she killed. “Don’t worry,” she says to Zyko, “I won’t regret it.” But really she’s speaking to Dip, who lives in her head the way the love of your life always does. That’s the beauty of love and the curse of it too. She tells herself Dip would understand why she’s aching to pull the trigger.

She keeps her eyes open as she does it while, somewhere in the distance, another explosion rocks the city. The Freedom Anthem is being sung by seeds all over Penal Plaza. The euphoria won’t last long. Soon, they’ll be rounded up and lynched. But for now, Delilah is the Freedom fighter Marcus told her she could be. Bang! She looks down at Zyko, who is irrevocably dead, and hopes Lotter hears who finished him off and realizes he’s underestimated his former kitchen-seed. Shit, she did it again. Yearned for the bastard to be impressed with her.

It’s difficult to undo Zyko’s slippery holster belt, covered as it is in blood and gore, but she perseveres. She wipes the holster off on her skirt before tucking both guns into their neat little pockets. She has a gun on either side now and a couple of mags. They’re heavy in a good way. She wishes she had one of those smart callers seeds are allowed to carry in the SuperStates and Independents so she could take a photo of herself next to her trophy kill. In his father-house, Lotter had a photo of himself next to this ginormous dead snarlcat, and another of him beside a striper wolf he slaughtered with an axe. Two of the most beautiful photos she’s ever seen.

Delilah bends down and says in what’s left of Zyko’s ear, “I’m off to harvest me a few steaders. To quote my good friend Marcus Aurelius, ‘Turnabout is fair play.’ Right, Zyko?”

Her bug-eyed trophy kill stares with his remaining eye and doesn’t contradict her. Apart from Dip, this victory is one of the sweetest things she’s ever tasted.



The luxurious accommodation didn’t fool them. The three of them were still prisoners.

Following their arrival in Armistice, they’d expected to be confined to the dreaded Decipula. Instead, they were taken to a spacious villa, with private bathrooms and the kind of food even Amadeus and Tiro rarely enjoyed during their celebrity days in D.C.’s Dreamfleet.

“Must be fattening us up for something—slaughter probably,” Tiro said.

Only after the guards tasted the food did the three of them conclude it was safe to eat. Why poison them, Amadeus pointed out, when they could shoot them if they wanted? Ji-ji couldn’t fault the Dream Master’s logic, but his question wasn’t reassuring.

The villa was surrounded by a high-walled garden that stretched for acres. The guards warned them it may look like a stone wall, but in reality, it was a high-voltage fence they’d better steer clear of unless they wanted to be burnt to a crisp.

No one told them anything. Surveillance cameras were dotted everywhere, though some were obviously in need of repair. Ji-ji had heard that although Armistice was the formidable seat of power in the Territories, even the new trade deals with the SuperStates didn’t allow the Armorers to keep up with the maintenance requirements of their lavish capital.

Speaking openly was virtually impossible in front of guards who watched them round the clock. At night, their bedroom doors were locked and guarded. Being cut off from communication was the hardest thing for Ji-ji to deal with. It wasn’t only the fact that they’d been snatched away from the world that pained her so much; it was the fact that the world had been snatched away from them.

During the first leg of the journey down to Monrovia, all three were unconscious. Tiro and Amadeus came to during the second leg, midway through the transatlantic flight. Ji-ji, who had a bad reaction to the potent tranquilizer dart the pickers used, couldn’t be roused for several more hours. Eventually, when she did regain consciousness an hour before they landed in Armistice, she had a blinding headache and extreme nausea. She would have choked on her own vomit if Amadeus and Tiro hadn’t been there to tend to her.

Over breakfast the morning after their arrival in the Father-City, Amadeus and Tiro broke the news to her: Lucky wasn’t with them. Knowing they were being surveilled, they couldn’t use Lucky’s name, so it took a while to convey this to Ji-ji, who was battling a brutal headache. Still reeling from the loss of Afarra, she was devastated to learn she’d lost Lucky too. Tiro came up with the only thing that offered her some consolation when he theorized that the pickers left the Englishman behind because they had no idea who he was. Yet if Lucky had survived, how would he find his way to safety through the bush? Ji-ji pictured him coming to and finding the Owl’s shot-to-pieces body nearby. They all agreed the poor old man had been killed. She felt responsible for what happened. The Owl must have survived in seclusion for decades. Then she shows up and it’s over. She couldn’t understand why Lotter’s pickers hadn’t kidnapped the old man as well. Wouldn’t two Avians be better than one?

On their second night, they were about to head to bed when explosions and gunshots reverberated through the city. The guards rushed outside to see what was going on, taking care to lock the front door behind them. The disturbance outside would make it harder for listening devices to catch what they said. But just in case, they kept their voices down.

“Lotter’s behind this,” Tiro said. “Surprised he hasn’t stopped by already to crow.”

“We gotta escape ’fore he shows up,” Ji-ji said. “I can fly over the wall an’ get help.”

“Are you nuts?” Tiro exclaimed.

“Ssh! Keep it down, man,” Amadeus said. “Ji-ji, they’d shoot you before you got off the ground. You listening? I’m telling you. You fly, you die.”

“But I’ll die in a cage too. It’s like my back is telling me Freedom is what I am—who I am. I can’t explain it. All I know is I can’t be caged.”

Tiro put his arm around her. “Don’t worry, Ji. We’ll get out of here. I promise.”

“You can’t promise stuff like that,” she said, ducking out from under his arm. “World doesn’t work that way.”

“No, it doesn’t,” Amadeus agreed. “But we need more information before we do anything rash. We’re a good distance from the heart of the city, but it sounds like there’s a riot going on. They’ve kept us together, treated us well, which means they need something from us. Till we discover what that is, we do what we’re told. No flying, Ji-ji. And no wisecracks, Tiro. And no goading the guards like you did earlier.”

“I don’t like ’em,” Tiro muttered. “Why they gotta watch us take a dump?”

“You mean, your guard watches you?” Amadeus asked. “In the bathroom?”

Tiro looked from one to the other. “Your guards—they don’t do that, do they?”

Amadeus shook his head. “’Fraid not, fly-boy.” Ji-ji stifled a giggle. Tiro swore.

Amadeus clapped him on the back. “Chin up, son,” he said. “You just got one o’ them enthusiastic guards, that’s all.” He emphasized again how important it was for Ji-ji not to unfurl. “We may want to make you less of a target. Persuade them your wings don’t function anymore.”

“Could be they don’t,” Tiro said. Ji-ji glared at him. “Don’t give me the side eye, Ji. Sure, you can unfurl, but flying’s different, and you ain’t flown since you got shot.”

Before they could say anything else, the guards returned. They looked shaken and continually checked their callers. As usual, they refused to answer any questions.

The rioting diminished but sporadic gunfire made for a sleepless night.

The next day over lunch, they noticed how jumpy the guards were and put it down to last night’s riots. Not long afterwards, they heard a commotion outside the front door.

Ji-ji sprang up. “Lotter!” she cried.

Tiro and Amadeus leapt up from the table to shield her. She didn’t want anyone else to get hurt on her account and tried to step out from behind them, but they kept blocking her. She was obliged to peer out from behind a wall of men when the heavy double doors leading out to the garden were thrown open. Half a dozen cardinal soldiers in red uniforms marched in. One of them ordered the guards to leave, after which the soldiers searched the room and frisked the prisoners. One called back, “All clear!”

A man entered. His face was obscured by a hood and a contagion mask. His gold chain of office and his crimson robes designated him as an officer in the ecclesiastical rather than military ranks. Not Lotter then, Ji-ji thought. Must be the Grand Inquisitor come to interrogate us.

But when the man drew back his hood and took off his mask, she saw she was wrong.

Of average height and weight, clean-shaven, with gray hair clipped close to his head in the clerical style, this man was rotund, cuddly almost. His glasses made his eyes look large and owl-like—the kind of glasses with fancy chips in them for enhanced visual acuity. A few of the guards in the Berkshires wore glasses like that. Cost a small fortune. The man smiled at them warmly. Hope reared up inside her. Could this be a Friend of Freedom come to rescue them?

“Your repast looks delicious,” the man said, in a smooth, Midwestern voice that urged you to believe in its sincerity. He looked at Tiro and said, “You must be the flyer-battler. Drexler Williams’ Mule and the dark wizard’s great-nephew. Twin brother to the Deviant.”

Amadeus placed his arm on Tiro’s shoulder to remind him not to react.

Ji-ji was the man’s next target. He glanced at her disinterestedly, a slight narrowing of his eyes the only indication he’d seen her.

Amadeus inclined his head respectfully and said, “Lord-Father Morson.”

Morson! Ji-ji’s knees felt weak; her heart pounded in her chest. All hope of escape was extinguished as everything suddenly became more perilous.

A soldier corrected Amadeus: “Supreme Leader Morson is the proper way to address—”

“Now, now, Colonel Glenrush,” Morson said, “let’s not stand on ceremony. Lord-Father Morson will suffice. The Dream Master is a leader himself”—he paused then added, “of sorts.”

Sessill Morson looked nothing like he did onscreen. Ji-ji had only seen him a few times, but the camera angles made him look like a giant. He had chiseled features onscreen too; they must touch up his face somehow. Germaine once told her Morson was fixated on the possibility of his own assassination and rarely appeared in public. Amadeus remained calm. Ji-ji knew she would be wise to do the same, but the pair nesting in her back had a different plan. She steeled herself against the pressure to unfurl.

Morson took a seat at the head of the table. Like a solicitous host, he urged the prisoners to sit down and continue with their lunch. “This food is too good to waste,” he said, and proceeded to help himself to a chicken wing, buttered new potatoes, and grilled asparagus. Having tasted the wine to see if it was satisfactory, he accepted a glass of sauvignon blanc from Colonel Glenrush. “These vegetables come from the Grand Inquisitor’s special garden,” he told them. Discreetly, Ji-ji pushed her vegetables to the far side of her plate.

Morson put down his knife and fork and looked at the Dream Master. “They were right about you, Amadeus. You are impressive for a Cloth.” Amadeus didn’t bite. Morson smiled. “I see why they elevated you in D.C.”

“Thank you,” Amadeus said.

“Don’t thank me yet. Originally, I intended to execute all three of you in Penal Plaza—a reenactment of the Black wizard’s Death Day on the Twelfth’s planting.” He looked at Tiro. “You and Jellybean both witnessed his demise on your home planting, correct? It seemed fitting, therefore, to give you starring roles in this reenactment.” He smiled at Amadeus. “In light of your glorious battle name, I’m-a-God, I thought you could play the wizard—appear in a loincloth, hair bushy as a lion’s mane, a necklace of voodoo eyes strung around your neck. Williamsmule here would reprise the role of the executioner’s dog. And Jellybean would be the executioner—the motley fool who refused to do his duty and hang the Black wizard. Not that I’m a fan of hanging. Guillotines are cleaner, more efficient. I planned to de-wing you prior to execution, Jellybean.” He stabbed at the thigh meat. “De-wing you like a chicken. What was the name of that mutt, Colonel? The one the executioner blubbered over?”

“His name is Circus,” Ji-ji replied, defiantly.

“Is it now?” Morson said. “So the canine traitor still lives?”

Tiro kicked her under the table to warn her to stay quiet.

Ji-ji ignored him. “I got no idea,” she said. She knew her answer could run afoul of the mandates that held sway throughout the Homestead Territories. But right now, she didn’t care if she was accused of gross insolence.

Morson continued: “Speaking of domesticated animals, I hear you tricked Lord Commander Lotter in the Dream Coop. Pretended you flew like a chicken. Clever. It’s why I thought today’s entrée would be appropriate. Your chicken wings were all subterfuge, as your performance later that evening proved.” He paused to bite into the wing. “Fear not. I’ve had a change of heart about the Death Day reenactment. There is a more merciful option open to you.”

Ji-ji felt his eyes on her. She looked up and he started to speak again.

“All three of you can live. The Toteppi too. We rounded up dozens of them, by the way. Mostly females and seedlings. We located their nests. None of our Toteppi prisoners have your unnatural attributes yet, Jellybean. But there are a few serpent-backed seedlings among them, which suggests a freakish evolution may be in their future.” The prisoners looked at each other. Junior and Baby weren’t the only Wingchildren. There were more here in Armistice.

“We need your help to locate the rest of the Avian mutants,” Morson said. “There are others, as I’m sure you know. Some may even walk among us in the Territories masquerading as normal seeds. Our diviner has seen them in her illuminations. We must root them out.”

“Is that what happened last night?” Ji-ji asked. “Did you try to root them out?”

“Last night was unfortunate, but it was unrelated to the Toteppi infestation. A Wild Seed lynching prompted a minor riot. It was summarily quelled, the perpetrators dispatched to the Decipula. So, Jellybean—are you willing to assist us?”

Ji-ji looked him in the eye. “No, I’m not,” she said.

Morson clicked his fingers. Instantly, his soldiers aimed their weapons at Tiro and Amadeus. Ji-ji was frozen in her seat. The Purple Twins bucked in her back.

“It would be easy to give the command to blow their brains out,” Morson said. “In a second, your friends’ lives would be over. And this delicious lunch would be ruined.”

“Please!” Ji-ji begged. “Don’t shoot!”

Morson gestured to his men, who stood down immediately. He sighed. “It’s regrettable I have to use this crude approach. But our One True Text reveals who you are. ‘The Scourge will rise as One,’ it tells us, ‘and she will seek to rend apart the blessed Territories.’ You and others of your kind are an existential threat.”

Under the table, Tiro reached for Ji-ji’s hand. She returned his grasp and held on tight.

Ever the chameleon, Morson softened his tone. “I am not without mercy. I have shown you how pleasant life can be here in this villa where the three of you have access to the vast garden. Access to sunlight and fresh air—a privilege you would not be permitted to enjoy in the Decipula. You will eat gourmet food and drink fine wine. But if you make the wrong choice—well, things will be very different.” He reached for a napkin and delicately wiped his mouth.

He smiled. “We can preserve them, you know. We have developed innovative methods for doing so.” Is he talking about my wings? “I’m referring to your friends. In the company of their deceased loved ones, transgressors invariably repent. Dining with one’s dead companions is … disconcerting, especially when they look as if they are still alive.” He shook his head in mock sympathy. “You were at a progressive planting. Attended school. I intend to ban liberal approaches to seed husbandry. They nurture unrealistic expectations in our botanicals.”

Ji-ji wouldn’t let him see how much his threats alarmed her. “I don’t get it,” she said. “Why kill him if you wanted to know where the other Avians were?”

Morson cleared his throat impatiently. “What are you squawking about, dusky?”

“You know—the oldest Wingchild in the world. The Owl. The Supreme Leader of the Avians. He could’ve told you a lot more than I ever could.” She’d made up that last part. A huge gamble. “How come your pickers killed him before you had a chance to question him?”

Morson stopped chewing and glanced over at the colonel, who looked baffled.

The Lord-Father stood up so forcefully he knocked over his chair and toppled the bottle of wine. The guards rushed to pick them up. Fury radiated off him as he headed for the door.

On the way out, he paused to say, “We have indulged these seeds long enough, Colonel Glenrush. It’s time to give them a more realistic notion of their predicament. Install them in the Decipula with the Toteppi prisoners. I have an idea—one inspired by these seeds here. Let’s see if we can net a whole flock of flyers instead of one intractable chicken.”

Morson raised his voice still louder. “The Scourge looks ordinary to me, Colonel. Plain. Nothing like her striking father-man. She doesn’t testify to the patriarchal seed, which means she could be a dud. Tomorrow, bring her to me so we can conduct a deep search and see her fly—tethered, of course. In the meantime, confine her to a Decipula reflection room.” He swept out.

The soldiers cuffed the prisoners and led them outside at gunpoint. When Tiro reached out to grab Ji-ji’s hand, one of the guards struck him in the head with a club. Tiro slammed to the ground. Amadeus tried to help him. They clubbed him too.

Ji-ji tried to unfurl, but her wings were paralyzed—the Wingchild who flies like a chicken. They dragged her kicking and screaming to a waiting car. A driver in a contagion mask waited behind the wheel. She was thrust into the back seat. A cardinal soldier plopped himself into the front passenger seat and pointed his weapon at her.

Nearby, Tiro and Amadeus were tossed into a van. It sped off. They were gone.

“Where to?” the driver asked.

“Where you think, dusky?” the soldier replied. “The Decipula, of course. Time to teach this mutant bitch a lesson.”

Ji-ji wept like a child. They’d had one thing going for them. By some miracle, they were together. But she’d blown it. “Let’s see if we can net a whole flock,” Morson said. A whole flock! The found tribe of birds had been found only to be lost again.

As they sped toward the Decipula, Ji-ji began to plan for how she would leave this world on her own terms, with the kind of courage the Gardener of Tears had instilled in her. She told herself the Bird tribe could not be lost. Their stories would never be erased completely—that was their power. In her head, she repeated the Toteppi saying Uncle Dreg passed on to her and Tiro when they were small: Dreams are promises the imagination makes to itself. The Bird tribe would soar again one day.

The soldier in the front passenger seat was offended by the hopefulness he saw on her face. “What you smiling at, dusky?” he yelled.

“At the splendor of my own tribe,” Ji-ji replied.

“Huh? Bitch is crazy,” he said to the driver. “Wait till she sees what’s in store for her in a reflection room, eh? Those cages set tongues wagging, I tell you. Think I’ll teach her a lesson ’fore we get there. Curfew’s extended, roads are deserted. Pull over so I can have a little fun. Could be interesting. Fucked a whole bunch of seeds, but I’ve never fucked a Wingchild before.”

The driver laughed uproariously. “Me neither,” he said, just before he pulled out a gun from his jacket and shot the soldier between the eyes.



In a dank alley that stank of garbage, a tiny female read the proclamation nailed to the door of one of the oldest bars in the city. She looked around to check no one was watching, reached up, and tore it down with more force than seemed plausible in someone of her diminutive size and advanced age. She wadded up the sheet of paper, stuffed it into her pocket, and rapped hard on the door. A middle-aged fairskin opened it.

“She flies with her own wings,” the bar owner said, softly.

“Alis volat propriis,” the old woman whispered back.

“I was scared they’d killed you, my friend,” the owner said.

“Not yet, Gretchen. My boys arrived?”

“Come in. Hurry!” Gretchen peered down the alley. “Place is crawling with cards. Those scarlet shits’ll kill you soon as look at you.”

She ushered her in and closed the door. They stood in the narrow hallway.

“You heard from the Wives-Proper?” the old woman asked. “They up to speed with the latest developments?”

“Yep. But they ain’t happy with this delay. You know how skittish some of ’em are. I thought those reinforcements were s’posed to be here last night. What happened?”

“Got no idea, Gretchen. But it’s set us back.”

“It certainly has. An’ there’s another wrinkle. A major one. Looks like Morson’s Death Day plan has shifted.”

The old woman pulled out the proclamation. “Yep. I just read about it. They’re posting these so-called proclamations all over the city. This one was nailed to your door.”

Quickly, Gretchen read it. “Think the fly-boys’ll bite?” she asked.

“I hope they got more sense than that. But they’re men, so who the fuck knows?”

Twenty minutes later, the old woman sat at a rickety table in one of the bar’s private back rooms. Her dinner—a locally brewed beer, a steaming bowl of lamb stew, and a thick slice of bread alongside a hunk of Wisconsin cheddar—had just been placed in front of her by Gretchen. As the bar owner exited, two Black men entered. Between them, they hauled a female prisoner.

The men greeted Gretchen in the narrow hallway. She closed the door after them.

The old woman looked up from her lamb stew and said, “What you got there, boys?”

“Not sure,” the first man replied.

“Claims she’s a Freedom fighter,” the second man added. “Caught her shooting at trees, bushes, a bicycle—”

The prisoner scowled and said, “Shot a few steaders too. Winged ’em anyhow.”

“You see her shoot any seeds?” the old woman asked.

“Nope,” the man replied. He looked at the other man, who shook his head in agreement. “But her guns are steader through an’ through. Planting 437’s seal is right there engraved on the barrel. A sheaf of wheat an’ a chisel plow.” He laid the brace of semis on the table.

“What’s going on out there?” the old woman asked.

“Quieted down,” the first man replied. “Too much daylight to keep on rioting.”

The old woman eyed the prisoner. “What you got to say for yourself, baby?” she asked.

She said the word baby as if she actually meant it, which caught the prisoner off guard.

Before she could reply, the old woman asked if they’d searched her for other weapons. “You better believe it, Auntie,” they said. Satisfied, she signaled for them to release their captive from the grip they had on her.

“I don’t trust her, Auntie,” the second man said. “Got that lazy, witchy way of looking at you, like she’s seeing you now an’ in the future.”

“Don’t be a jackass,” their auntie said. “Girl’s got a lazy eye is all. Probably gifted to her by some motherfucker steadermate on a planting.”

“How’d you know?” the prisoner said, shocked.

“I’m old is how. An’ the imprint from your seedmate ankle band is right there, plain as day. Hard to wear it off completely. What’s your name, baby?”

Baby again. A word Dip used. A word tender enough to make you weep.

“Name’s Delilah. Delilah Moon. I had my own gun, but seeds don’t get to carry weapons into the city. Had to bury it in a safe place. Took these instead. I’m a Freedom fighter.”

“Well, well, is that so?” the old woman said. “Guess that makes four of us.”

For the first time, Delilah got a good look at the male seeds who’d stolen her guns and dragged her away from the turmoil. The first male—the one on her right—was familiar. Delilah suddenly recognized him.

“You’re the Wild Seed!” she cried. “Up for a lynching for gross insolence!” The second man must be his brother. And the little shriveled-up seed was their auntie, not their mam. Too late, she realized she’d admitted to knowing a helluva lot more more than she should have. Desperate to convince them she was on their side, she added, “I’m real glad your son escaped. I was holding my breath an’ rooting for him all along.”

The old woman laughed. Delilah took that as a good sign. The stew sure looked good too. “Prayjon is as dear to me as my son would be if he’d lived past ten,” the old woman said. “Only he didn’t—Black sons being the most vulnerable beings in this world, tied with Black daughters. Lost two o’ them as well. Prayjon’s my adopted nephew, an’ Norton here’s another adoptee. We ain’t related by blood, but you’d never know it. Say hi to the lady, boys.”

If anyone else had called her a lady, Delilah would have chalked it up to sarcasm. But when the old woman said it, it didn’t sound like mockery.

“How come you told her our names, Auntie A?” Norton asked.

“You don’t get nothin back in this world if you don’t move someone forward. Looking at you, Delilah, I see a fucked-up Commonseed with anger management issues. Am I right?”

Delilah was starting to freak out. How did this old seed know so much about her? “You a witch?” she asked.

The woman hooted with laughter. “I know a witch, baby, but I ain’t one myself. Wish I was. A little magic would come in handy right about now. Name’s Aisha.” She held out her hand. Tentatively, Delilah took her hand and shook it. The tiny woman’s grip was man-strong. Maybe she was a witch after all?

Delilah decided to take a chance and ask her something important. “Is this the Rising, Miss Aisha? The one the wizard promised was on the horizon?”

“Too soon to know, baby. Could be. If so, looks like we’re the instigators. Then again, them steaders got a shitload of weapons, an’ we got a paucity of ’em.”

A paucity, Delilah thought. She loved that wound of a word. Sounded so fancy it almost made up for the scarcity it made you focus on. She got excited: “We gonna try an’ kill some of the ones who’s high up on the Great Ladder?”

“We?” Prayjon said. “Who said anything about a ‘we’?”

Aisha laughed. “Beggars can’t be choosers, boys. We got a dearth of followers till Caesar an’ his Invisibles arrive. This one could be a good lookout. Hang around on the periphery.”

“I’m good with peripheries,” Delilah said.

“I bet you are, baby. I bet you been teetering on the periphery all your life.”

Something about the way she said it made Delilah tearful. She sniffed up snot and swiped her forearm across her eyes as the woman stared at her. The stare wasn’t hostile or threatening, just curious. Like she was genuinely interested in what she was looking at.

“But first,” Aisha said, “tell us how come you wound up here in Armistice. Cos it’s clear as day you’re not from here. No tattoos, no brands, nothin. Which means you’re a mystery. Can’t have a mystery fighting with us, can we, boys? A mystery’s a liability. We need the god’s honest truth—no more, no less. An’ believe me, I’ll know if you’re lying out your ass. Well? Proceed, Delilah Moon. Bet you chose that name yourself, didn’t you, baby?” Another witchy deduction.

In the habit of pulling lies out of her ass, Delilah hesitated. Only person she trusted with the truth was Dip, and she kept a few nuggets from her too. She looked at the woman’s dark eyes. Old people’s eyes were usually faded, but hers were bright, piercing. Made you look twice.

She told them the truth, pretty much. Had to omit a few tidbits. Like the fact that she’d sold info to Lotter about Marcus and the Rising, and about Jellybean and the lieutenant being the homicidal maniacs who killed Zebadiah Moss. But she told them the rest. Only she had to say why she was in Armistice in the first place, so she told them she’d overheard folks talking about a Rising, and she’d promised a good friend that if the opportunity ever presented itself, she would Freedom fight one day. Then she told them Lotter happened to spot her out and about and sent his assassin Zyko to assassinate her. But, using her wiles, she assassinated him instead. Aisha looked skeptical when she said that, and the nephews laughed outright. So she added the part about his leg getting blown off before she did it, which reassured them she was a truthteller.

Even so, Aisha’s next question was a doozy: “What’s Lord Commander Lotter got against you, baby? How come he recognized you?”

“I—I.” Delilah was torn. How much truth should she divulge? Aisha’s eyes forced her to cave. “I was the bastard’s kitchen-seed. Made him his poached eggs. Only thing Dip would trust me with cos I’m a lousy cook.”

Norton laughed. “So he’s out to murder you cos he didn’t like your poached eggs?”

“No way, bro,” Prayjon said. “She must’ve poisoned his apple pie—right, Delilah?”

She bristled at their mockery. “No, that’s not what I mean.” Why was she nearly sobbing? “The only one he liked was Jellybean, his chief kitchen-seed.”

“Wait a minute,” Aisha said. “You saying you worked on the 437th as a kitchen-seed?” Delilah nodded. “You saying you know the Wingchild?”

Delilah decided to risk it all. What did she have to lose?

“Know her?” Delilah said. “She’s my best friend in the entire world! I’m hers too.”

Aisha looked at her squinty eyed. “Heard that title went to Afarra,” she said.

Shit! The old crone was a sly one. “Sure. But Ji-ji an’ Afarra are like sisters. Even though Afarra’s a filthy outcast, so you’d think—” Delilah caught a whiff of Aisha’s disapproval. Could be the old seed was a Cloth herself. She veered away from outcast territory. “Ji-ji an’ Afarra are like me an’ Dip is what I’m trying to say. Real close. Like sisters. I’m her best friend.”

“Relationships are precious,” Aisha said. “For Commonseeds and Cloths too.” Delilah’s heart fluttered. Was she onto her? “You see the Wingchild fly the Dream?”

“Screen-watched it in a bar in D.C. I was one of the Freedom Race winners so I—”

Aisha interrupted her: “What you make of it? Her flying is what I’m referring to.”

Delilah couldn’t believe she’d boxed herself into a corner with her nemesis. Why was Jellybean the only dead end she ever wound up in? Against her better judgment, she was forced to resort to the truth. “I was jealous, I guess. Ji-ji was always his favorite.”

“Whose favorite?”

“Lotter’s.”

Aisha whistled in surprise. “Lotter! Who gives a crap what that asshole thinks!” She paused, looked long and hard at Delilah. “Oh, baby. You care, don’t you?” She shook her head. “This botanical crap screws us every which way an’ then some.”

Aisha drew out the piece of paper from her pocket. She smoothed it out on the table.

“What you got there, Auntie?” Norton asked.

“A proclamation they call it. They’re posting these all over the city.” She put on her glasses and read it aloud, interrupted every so often by her nephews’ irate comments.

In an act of daring unequaled in the annals of the Territories, Supreme Leader Sessill Morson, blessed Lord-Father of Lord-Fathers, has captured the Scourge known as Jellybean Lottermule, along with Tiro Williamsmule (the treacherous Black Wizard’s grand-nephew and twin brother to a sexual Deivant), and Dream Master Amadeus Nelson, who conducted the D.C. Dream Coop and masterminded the vicious fly-coop massacre that was quelled by our fearless steader brethren.

Having been summarily tried according to Territorial law, the three traitors await sentencing. Their only opportunity for a reprieve from execution lies in the hands of the surviving flyer-battler seeds in the Dreamfleet who flew in D.C.’s Dream Coop on that fateful night. Lord-Father of Lord-Fathers Sessill Morson challenges those Dreamfleet flyers to a coop battle in the Armory.

If the Dreamfleet wins, the three traitors will be released unharmed, and the Territories will enter into negotiations for a lasting peace with the SuperStates. If they lose, the SuperStates and their allies will cease their savage raids on our plantings and agree to abide by the status quo. The carnage must end. Let us all pray for peace.

—Sessill Morson

Lord-Father of Lord-Fathers & Supreme Leader of the Homestead Territories

As Norton and Prayjon raged against the Wingchild’s capture, Aisha asked Delilah what she thought of this news. “You must be real cut up ’bout Jellybean—called Ji-ji by her friends. You being her best friend an’ all. Must hurt pretty bad.”

Aisha had called her bluff. What the hell should she do now? For some reason she couldn’t put her finger on, Delilah didn’t feel great when she heard that stuck-up Jellybean had finally gotten what she deserved. Could be the old auntie’s prying eyes had put a spell on her.

She found herself saying something she hoped would impress the grizzled old woman, whose opinion suddenly mattered to her: “I say we go rescue ’em—Ji-ji, Tiro, and the Dream Master. Can’t let our flyer-battlers anywhere near that fuckin coop. Morson’s a lying sonuvabitch, in my opinion. So it’s a trap, for sure. The Dreamfleet’s doomed soon as they enter the Father-City. If our battlers fly, they die.”

Aisha smiled. “You’re a lot like me when I was your age—fucked up real bad and a serial liar. Bet you had a total mess of a mam like I did. But I see the halfway decent part of you peeking over the fence to see if the grass really is greener on the ethical side.” She turned to her nephews. “Well, boys. Seems like we need to modify our plans. We’d planned on Freeing a witch, but I guess we need to Free a bird from her cage too.”

“Could be a whole flock needs liberating,” Norton said. “Bet the fleeters’ll take the bait.”

Prayjon disagreed. “Those flyers may be crazy, Nor, but they’re not certifiable. They’re too smart to bite. Most of the raids’ve been successful. S’why Morson’s desperate for peace.”

The two began to argue. Aisha raised her hand again for quiet.

“Delilah’s right. If the Dreamfleet flies, they die.” She looked from Delilah to the guns on the table and said, “So here’s what I’m gonna do. I’m gonna trust you not to shoot us, baby. Don’t shoot a bunch of trees neither. We got a friend would be livid if she heard you’d injured one of her tribe. An’ believe me, you don’t wanna be on that witch’s bad side.”

“No, ma’am,” Delilah said. She had no idea who the witch was, but she wasn’t about to take any chances.

Aisha handed her the two guns, the mags, and the holster. “Keep those big boys holstered till you got a steader in view. Think you can take out a few steaders for us, baby?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Delilah replied. “I was getting the hang of it when your nephews interrupted me. You think maybe there’s some stew to spare? I ain’t ate a thing an’ my stomach’s empty as a seed’s pocket. A crust of bread’s fine, if that’s all there is.”

Aisha smiled up at her and gestured to her to sit down at the table. She pushed the lamb stew toward her and said, “Guess a niece wouldn’t be so bad after all these goddam nephews. Call me Auntie A, baby.” It was one of the sweetest commands Delilah had ever been given.






27 COLLISION


Seconds after the soft-spoken gun whispered, “You’re dead,” Ji-ji sat handcuffed in the back of the car. The killer was in the driver’s seat. The vehicle looked as if some lunatic joker had sloshed a bucket of red paint inside it. The murdered cardinal soldier was bathed in red: crimson uniform, bloody head lolling on his chest. The soldier’s gun had slipped from his hand when the bullet struck him between the eyes. It lay at Ji-ji’s feet. Its slick barrel winked in the midday sun. With her wrists cuffed behind her back, she couldn’t reach down to grab it.

In her head, the murdered soldier became the murdered Viking, who was belted into the front passenger seat of a car in London after Wiffy shot him.

Death is a dog in heat, Ji-ji thought. We’re all the bitch he’s chasing.

The murderer in the driver’s seat yelled at her to shut the fuck up. Was she screaming? She ordered herself to stop as something dawned on her. His voice. It couldn’t be?

“Take a deep breath, Jellybean. You’re in shock,” the killer said.

She tried to speak, but words were burrs in her throat.

The driver pulled down his contagion mask. “Hey, Jellybean. Yeah, it’s me.”

“You’re not here,” she managed to say. “This isn’t real.”

“Wish to Christ that was true. Here with you is the last fuckin place I wanna be.”

Shock slowed her words to a crawl: “Did you … come to … rescue us?”

“Listen up. We’re about to drive through the worst seed ghetto in Armistice in broad daylight. No one’ll give a shit if there’s a dead card spewing up blood in the front seat, but they’ll go nuts if they see the Wingchild in the back, so keep those freaky wings hidden.”

“Where you taking me?”

“It’s a surprise. The less you know the better.”

“Are you a Friend of Freedom now?”

“If that makes you feel warm an’ fuzzy inside, then that’s what I am. Now please shut your mouth an’ let me find somewhere to dump this card.”

Her voice was barely above a whisper. “I can’t believe it’s you.”

“It ain’t me, kid. Clay Lottermule died years ago. You’re looking at Clayton Lotterman, True Hybrid. I’m transformed. I guess we’re both hybrids now, Jellybean.”

“I missed you. So did Mam. An’ Charra. Tore us up when you were auctionmarted.”

His explosive laughter made her jump. “You’re either a liar or delusional. Charra hated my guts an’ I hated hers. I’m glad the bitch is dead.” He caught sight of her face in the rearview mirror and added, “You ain’t a kid, Jellybean, so don’t act like one. You spent time with her down there in the Madlands, right?” She nodded. “So you know Charra an’ Lotter were always birds of a feather. Now shut your mouth an’ let me concentrate.”

“We need to rescue Tiro an’ Amadeus.”

“Is that right, Supreme Leader Jellybean? You were always out to rescue something. Tiro an’ the Serverseed D.M.’s days are numbered. Worse enough having to save you.” Under his breath he added, “Not my idea to play the Good Samaritan.”

“Whose idea was—”

“Trust me, Jellybean, the answer to that question will blow your mind.” He entered a destination code on the vehicle’s view screen. “Now shut up an’ let me focus.”

A voice replied, “Destination entered. Coordinates confidential.”

“Okay then,” he said. “Hold on, kid. Your big bro’s taking you for a ride.”



Lucky’s first surprise was that he wasn’t dead.

He regained consciousness as the second surprise peered down at him. Major Titus Greene, who’d left no doubt about how much he loathed the British in general, and him in particular, was leaning over him like a friend. With the major’s help, Lucky sat up and looked around. There was the cave. A body lay close by. It was real then. He hadn’t dreamt it.

With his broad fingers, Titus deftly plucked a tranquilizer dart from Lucky’s thigh and held it up. “Clever,” he said. “Never seen one like this before. Must have cost the pickers an arm and a leg, yes?” He handed the dart to one of his men and ordered him to keep it safe. “We will take it down to headquarters in Monrovia. Our researchers will get a kick out of this.”

Titus broke the news: Ji-ji, Tiro, and Amadeus had been snatched by pickers. “We heard a copter last night. They must have transported them down to the capital for a flight to the Territories.” The major saw Lucky’s stricken face and added, “It is a good sign. The steaders would never go to that expense if they were transporting corpses only. Nor would they bother with tranquilizers unless they wanted to take them alive.”

Lucky decided to believe him. Ji-ji was alive. Definitely.

The next surprise weighed about a hundred pounds. There she was at the major’s side. When he saw Afarra smile down at him, Lucky wept unabashedly—wept because she was found; wept because Ji-ji, the person who loved her most, wasn’t there to see it.

Afarra flung her arm around Lucky’s neck. “This time, I save you,” she said. “Me an’ the major do it. An’ his fighters. An’ Circus.” Cradled in her arms, Hero-Dog yapped boastfully.

For Lucky, yet another surprise: the major treated Afarra with a respect bordering on reverence. Whenever she spoke, he listened intently, though he didn’t strike Lucky as the type of man who usually listened to wingless females half his age. Then again, Lucky could see why he did. Afarra’s wise innocence made her one of the youngest elders you were likely to meet. Perhaps even a hardened fighter like Titus Greene could see that.

The major told him he and his fighters found Afarra with a local gang eager to make a quick buck. The imbeciles had mistaken her for the Wingchild. They were on the way to a picker camp to claim the bounty when Titus surprised them. He was glad to report her captors handled her with kid gloves in hopes they could deliver her in excellent condition. He insisted they were not Temne, men from his tribe being much too smart to snatch the wrong girl.

Following Afarra’s rescue, Titus learned that the “deserters who’d taken off with a thoughtless disregard for others” had been sighted in a remote area of the high country. The term deserters apparently encompassed everyone who’d taken off with Amadeus, including Ji-ji, Lucky, and the two mothers. Titus had tracked them to Chief Josephine’s village where he’d found the mothers “without the other four ungrateful deserters.”

Lucky ignored the insult and asked if the mothers and toddlers were okay.

“They are fine. They have decided to stay with Chief Josephine. Their pikins are malformed. Rootbacks, Josephine calls them. But you know that, don’t you, Mr. Dyce?”

Lucky decided it was best to ignore that question. The major kept going.

“Josephine is a rude, arrogant woman who likes to call the shots. Her attitude could explain why her village is cursed with malformed offspring. Yes, though she thinks I’m ignorant, I know about her Rootbacks. I took pity on the village some time ago and assigned a patroller to check on them. Do you think that nasty woman is grateful? Not once has she thanked me.”

“I don’t get it,” Lucky said. “How did you know we came up here? We didn’t tell anyone where we were going.”

The major tapped the side of his broad nose. “We have ways of making them talk.” He saw Lucky’s alarmed expression. “I joke, Mr. Dyce. I thought the British had a sense of humor.”

“They did. We lost it along with the Empire.”

“Ha! Funny. Where was I? Ah yes. You asked how we knew you were here. After Dr. Letty realized we had not passed you on the road, she guessed you headed up to the center.”

Afarra moved off to calm Circus, who yapped incessantly.

“Afarra is a strange one, yes?” Titus said, after she’d stepped away. “Unique. On the way up here, she kept repeating, ‘We must keep driving up, up! I hear the Owl say, Twit-twoo.’”

“She actually said that?” Lucky asked. Titus nodded.

Lucky looked over at the body. “The old man called himself the Owl. There’s no way Afarra could’ve known this. Dr. Letty told Amadeus this place was abandoned years ago.”

“Curious. Afarra is indeed a strange one, is she not?”

“She’s fine,” Lucky replied, protectively. “Help me up. I want to look at him.”

Titus helped Lucky rise to his feet. He guided him over to where the old man lay splayed out on his back. His eyes wide open, he stared up at the blue sky. His wings, fanned out on either side of his torso, weren’t huge and translucent like they were when he unfurled them the night before; they were blackened in some places, like the lungs of a heavy smoker, and as shriveled as the ones the poor Rootback children dragged behind them. The old man’s chest was sliced open.

“The pickers removed his heart,” Titus said.

“Why the hell would they do that?” Lucky asked.

“Who knows? As a memento perhaps? For luck?”

Fighting off nausea, Lucky bent down and touched the edge of one of the Owl’s wings. Brittle as an autumn leaf, it crumbled in his hands.

The major tut-tutted over the corpse. “He is malformed. Like the offspring Josephine imagines she keeps hidden, while it is we who protect them—a sad parody of the mythical tribe elders speak of in stories. He dragged his wings behind him like a stinking cloak.”

Afarra joined them. She crouched down next to the Owl and took his hand in hers.

“No stink,” Afarra said. “Purple Shimmershines. Freedom Twins. Like Elly’s.”

A story came to Lucky, one he’d read as a boy at the urging of his Quaker parents, about a very old man with enormous wings. Even though he was young when he’d read it, he’d never forgotten it. For many nights afterward, he wished fervently to wake up and find he’d grown wings too. He dreamed of being caged inside a chicken coop like the man in the story, dreamed of flying away after his feathers grew back. The writer described how the old man’s difference elicited a cruelty that swung from persecution to adulation and back again with the random ferocity of a flail. The very old Owl and the very old man in the story merged, the wondrous logic of their wings undeniable.

“Listen, Mr. Owl,” Afarra said. “She is singing.” Afarra didn’t take her eyes off the dead man: “All her leaves is singing you to lullaby. No Dimmer ghost time for you, Mr. Owl, the Mother is saying. Only peace through an’ through.”

Last night, when the old man unfurled after he embraced Ji-ji, his body pulsed with light, and his face registered astonishment, as if he suddenly recalled who he was after his unfurling was triggered by the touch of another Wingchild. Ji-ji must survive. Her kin had been found. After his death, she may just have become the oldest living Wingchild in the world—the only one perhaps? Her glorious species wasn’t simply endangered, it was on the verge of extinction. But why murder the old man rather than take him prisoner? When Titus answered him, Lucky realized he’d asked this question out loud.

“Pickers are superstitious. Some of them must have thought he was cursed.” Titus pointed to the wide white circles etched into the dust around his mutilated body.

“Then they are very, very stupid!” Afarra declared.

“You’ll get no argument from me,” Titus told her.

“Owl is an In-Between,” Afarra insisted. “In-Betweens is very In-Between-y. I am being there with him in that wafty place, but he is not hooting now.” She reached over, patted the Owl’s head, and spoke to him with the same gentle intonations she used when she communicated with Circus. “No fearing,” she told him. “No hiding. Fly, Mr. Owl. Fly a way home.”

Titus ordered his fighters to load up the vehicles. They were heading down to the capital. “We take the old man with us. The Friends will want to autopsy the body.”

“No autopsy!” Afarra cried. She flung herself over his corpse. “No poking! He stay in the earth an’ keep warm. She rock him here in secret. Listen! They are telling not to poke!”

It was early morning. All they heard were leaves trembling in the breeze and birds chirping. Afarra looked up at them fiercely and growled like a snarlcat. Her voice deepened. “If you take him from here, the Owl who sees in the dark will haunt you for the rest of your life.”

Titus shrank back and muttered uneasily. “What the—? Did you hear that?”

“It’s okay,” Lucky replied. “She can change her voice, sound like him.”

“Prophet Dreg, you mean?” Titus made the sign of the cross. “Blessed Mother of God!”

Afarra leapt up and wagged her finger in the major’s face. In her own voice she screamed, “The Owl will Dimmer you to death! Afterwards he will do it some more. The roots is calling ‘Twit-twoo! Come home!’” She prostrated herself over the Owl again.

Lucky drew Titus aside and spoke to him. Despite his misgivings, he’d decided to trust the Liberian. “What you said earlier—about the Rootbacks in Josephine’s village. His wings weren’t like theirs. They were like Ji-ji’s. We saw them. His wings were alive.”

“It is not possible,” Titus argued. “Look at them. They are dead.”

“I know. But before they shot him, they were alive. He unfurled, grew taller. He shone!”

“Alright,” Titus said. “We’ll bury him in the bush.” Lucky looked at him, shocked. “You are thinking since when does the great Titus Greene take orders from a girl, yes?”

“Yeah, I was thinking that. Minus ‘the great’ part.”

“You are a funny man, Lucky Dyce. A joker. But tell me. When has the White man ever uncovered a wonder he does not thirst to exploit? Some things can only survive in the dark.” Lucky found it hard to argue with that. But there was something he needed to do, for Ji-ji’s sake.

“I’ve got to go back inside the center. Search for clues. They must have kept records, data, something. Ji-ji needs to know why she’s the way she is.”

Titus took a deep breath and blew out his cheeks on the exhale. He looked exhausted. “Whatever we find must not be recklessly shared,” he said. “A swarm of locusts will descend on this place if your tribe or mine thinks it is a path to power or profit. You know I am right.”

“Yeah. I do. But those steader bastards are not my tribe, alright?”

“Well then. We write on the same page at last. Come. We will search together.”

In daylight, the extent of the damage to the center was clear. It wasn’t just the bush and the monkeys that had destroyed it. The place had been set afire.

“Someone wanted to wipe this place off the map,” Titus concluded. “The bush moves fast, but it looks as if it has been like this for many decades, yes? I know this area, but in this climate madness the rainy season is worse and worse. Getting up here has been impossible, especially with the bridge gone. But someone fixed it. The bridge is one of those new rope contraptions. All the pickers needed to do was anchor it on either side. Probably took them only a few hours to lay a trap for unsuspecting travelers.”

They didn’t find much: a couple of old-fashioned thumb drives that may or may not be salvageable, a few rotting notebooks impossible to read. They nearly missed the real treasure: a portable, fireproof safe buried beneath the debris in one of the labs. The damaged safe was relatively easy to pry open. Inside, another notebook. Lucky turned to the first page. The handwriting looked to be that of a woman. “Read it,” Titus said, impatiently.

Lucky peered at the tattered page. The first paragraph was obscured, but the second was legible. Lucky read it aloud: “The Bird tribe is real. We’ve found them.”

Wide-eyed and barely breathing, the two men looked at each other.

“Go on, go on!” Titus urged.

Lucky took a deep breath. “It says, ‘They are real, but they are dying. None lives past early adulthood. We think we may be able to find a cure for the disease that is killing the Toteppi Birdfolk if we can … if we can…’ I can’t make out the next bit, can you?”

“No,” Titus said. He pointed to the stain that soiled the lower third of that section of the notebook. “Looks like dried blood to me. Skip it, man. Go on to the next part.”

Lucky’s hands were shaking, so was his voice. “‘So how do we proceed ethically? This is the question that plagues our community. There are some among us we don’t feel we can trust. Their agenda alarms us. We try to persuade them not to move too fast, but they don’t listen. I believe they may be working for the other side. We have laid a trap for them but—’” The sentence broke off. Lucky began to flip through the rest of the notebook. “Then there are pages of calculations, diagrams, charts.”

Titus took the notebook from Lucky and rifled through it. Several large photos fluttered to the floor. Lucky picked them up. In one, a group of twenty or more scientists, some White, some Brown, some Black, stood before the center. They looked happy. The next photo prompted Titus to cross himself again. A child with a wingspan as wide as Ji-ji’s stood next to a banana tree. But her huge wings didn’t look unearthly like hers did. Then there were photos of malformed fetuses like the one Lucky had seen last night.

The final photo made both men gasp. An entire flock of Wingchildren lifted off from a gigantic tree on their own wings!

“Bloody hell!” Lucky whispered. “Look at them fly away!”

“Not all of them,” Titus told him. “Look closely. Some few remain.” He pointed to where a few Wingchildren were perched.

Overcome, his eyes filled with tears, Titus murmured, “The Bird tribe was real. They lived here in the bush. They flew! This miracle, this secret—originally, at least—belonged to my people. So many of mine have died for this secret. If the world was a little kinder, Mr. Lucky, this secret would have been a blessing for us, not a curse.”

They searched for more photos, more clues. But they found none. Impossible to say if Ji-ji was a direct descendant of these Birdfolk, or if scientists, perhaps using DNA from the legendary tribe, had genetically engineered a new species of Avian. Could this explain why Ji-ji’s wings, and perhaps the Owl’s too, could reconfigure themselves in amazing ways?

To avoid having too many eggs in one basket, as Titus put it, the men divided the thumb drives between them. “Here,” Titus said. He handed back the photos and the notebook. “Give this to Ji-ji. She needs to see these. She will decide if and when they should be shared. If she does not survive and you cannot return it to Toteppi, burn it. Do not let it fall into steader hands.”

“You trust me to do this? I thought you hated my guts.”

Titus slapped him on the back. “Perhaps you are not quite as despicable as I thought. Afarra told me you saved her and Circus several times. She says you gave her an orange on the planting—a gesture she seems to value almost as much as the rescues. The bottom line is this: Afarra says you are a good man, Lucky Dyce, and I have learned to trust her.”

“You’re full of surprises, Major Greene.”

“You too, Mr. Dyce. Come. We must move quickly.”

In Monrovia two days later, while they lay low in a safehouse as the Friends of Freedom worked frantically to secure them a flight to the Eastern SuperState, news arrived of Morson’s proclamation. Lucky and Titus decided it was best to shield the news from Afarra, who appeared to be blissfully unaware of the danger Ji-ji and the others were in.

“You intend to go to that awful steader capital, yes?” Titus asked. Lucky nodded. “Then, alas, love will be the death of you. They say the city on the lake is a travesty. They say seeds’ faces are branded, and Armistice is filled with cages.”

“They’re right,” Lucky said. “I’ve been there.”

“Hmm. Chasing love is not a bad way to die. Listen to me. I am much older than you are. Your elder and your better. I am about to tell you another thing that must not be shared.” Titus checked they were alone and leaned forward. “In a short time, many of us from all over the world will gather in the Territories to fight for Freedom and Reunification. It is our fight too, you see. Those who were taken are ours. We will help the Friends, the SuperStates, and their allies expand their raids on the plantings and take back the City of Dreams. If all goes well, D.C. will soon be a liberty city again, and Reunification will be on the horizon.”

“I know a few Brits who’ll want to join you. We’re not all scum.”

Titus smiled. “I agree, my young friend. I have met a brave one myself.”

Lucky thanked him. “If you win, what happens to those who were kidnapped from here?”

“If we succeed, they may choose to return home with us.” He leaned forward again. “I tell you this in strictest confidence. If you wait a week or two, I and some of my best fighters will accompany you to Armistice. The Dreamfleet may rise to meet Morson’s challenge and agree to the match, which means the Wingchild and the other deserters may have more time than you think.” He paused and rubbed his beard again. “But you will not wait. Am I right?”

Lucky shook his head. “No. I’ll drop Afarra and Circus off with Friends Ben Turner and Germaine Judd. Afarra trusts them. Then I’ll head to Armistice.”

“Love is a powerful magnet.” Titus slapped his broad hands together and mimed trying to pull them apart. “It pulls men into its pretty cage and locks the door. Yet you are a very lucky, White man. Doomed but lucky. For you have seen the midnight angel fly. Ridden her too.”

“I never said I’d—”

Titus laughed. “You did not have to say it, man. I knew it as soon as I saw you and the Wingchild together.”

In an effort to protect Ji-ji, Lucky tried to deny it, but Titus broke in: “Lovers’ bodies speak a language rivals can easily detect. It is why I was tempted to challenge you to a duel. But then I saw that the Pterodactyl was first in line, no?”

Lucky gave up. “You don’t miss much, do you?”

“Young people are rarely subtle. Besides, after the humiliating loss of one of the largest Empires known to man, no Englishman could look as satisfied as you do unless a coupling with a Toteppi angel had occurred. Is that not so? Tell me. What is it like to ride a Wingchild?”

“You’re kind of an arsehole, Titus,” Lucky said. “Anyone ever tell you that?”

Titus laughed. “These days, no one says it out loud. It is far too dangerous. Listen to me. Luck is everything, but alas, it is notoriously unreliable, even for lucky White men with pretty blond hair. Tell that stubborn dream master he and his lieutenant owe me several more months of service in recompense for all I did for them. And tell them to watch their backs and fight like the devil till I get there. And now, let us drink our sorrows away, while I imagine what it will be like to see the Wingchild fly in person.”

Titus gave Lucky a parting gift—a bottle of locally brewed rum. On the flight over the Atlantic in a dodgy cargo plane, Lucky and Afarra sampled it together. After only a few desperate swigs to counter her fear of turbulence, Afarra was fast asleep. Lucky, a more experienced drinker, barely got a buzz after he’d gulped down most of the bottle.

Having checked that Afarra and Circus were sleeping soundly, he raised the bottle into the air and said, “To you, Norville. I wish I’d been as good a friend to you as you were to me.”

A short while later, Afarra’s laughter startled her awake. Lucky had never seen anyone wake up mid-mirth before. He envied her.

“It is very joyful,” she murmured, happily.

“What is?”

“To see them again. Elly is very happy. I am feeling it.”

“Ji-ji? You saw her?” His voice faltered. “Is she … is she okay?”

Lucky had never had a vision, or a premonition, or experienced anything that could possibly be described as extrasensory. Hell, it was a struggle for him to handle his other senses, especially after the major’s rum. But he knew better than to dismiss what she saw. He waited for her to tell him. But he was out of luck. Still tipsy, Afarra drifted back to asleep. Fearful she’d wake with a stiff neck, Lucky guided her head onto his shoulder. He should be accustomed to the unexpected by now, but even so, it surprised him when Circus hopped from Afarra’s lap to his and nestled down to sleep. This trusting act nearly caused the Englishman to lose his composure.

Lucky replayed Morson’s proclamation in his head. At first he’d assumed none of the Dreamfleet would willingly walk into the flying coop in Armistice to fight a hopeless battle rigged in favor of the home team. But the more he thought about it, the more certain he was that the Dreamfleet flyers who’d survived the battle in the Dream Coop would battle the Hell’s Yells, their nemesis, aware of how much was on the line.

He, too, had things to offer—advantages others didn’t have. During his search for Bonbon, he’d got to know the sprawling city well. He still had a few contacts, assuming they hadn’t been outed by the legion of parrot-spies who infested Armistice. He’d even snuck into the dreaded Decipula once in search of Bonbon. The terrible things he’d witnessed there had warped him. If Ji-ji and the others were in that horrific place … No. Better not to think about it. He turned instead to how Ji-ji looked as she’d hovered above him, how she’d raised him up with her while he was inside her as if he’d always belonged there, as if nothing in the universe fit together more divinely than they did.

He loved her, simple as that. Not just her miraculous wings, her sense of duty, or her righteous indignation. Not just her fierce morality, or impressive intelligence, or the way she laughed in the company of Afarra, Circus, and others she loved. He loved her face, which was not beautiful in a conventional, boring way. He loved how infinitely surprising it was—a perfect reflection of her mood. Lots of people didn’t let their faces reveal who they were. She did.

He’d loved her on Planting 437 on the night Lotter stole Bonbon, when she’d stabbed him with a fork. He’d loved her when he hoisted her onto his shoulder and carried her for miles through The Margins’ torrential rain. He’d loved her most when she rose from her knees to rescue the boy in the mule ears, even though she was the worst shot he’d ever seen. And he’d loved her to distraction when she’d danced for him in London, then hovered above him on the bed—half human, half Avian, all female—so wet and warm and uninhibited, unlike anything he’d imagined a lover could be. He—a man who’d never said much of anything passionate before, during, or after sex—had pleaded with her never to stop. “Please, please, please!” he’d begged. Who cares if that night meant a thousand times more to him than it did to her? She would have chosen Tiro, the glamorous fly-boy, if he’d been there in London that night. But he also knew Titus was right. He was a lucky man to have been the recipient of a miraculous gift, Freely given. He wished he’d had the guts to tell her how grateful he was to be undone.

And there it was, the final surprise. He wasn’t a cynic after all. He was a bloody romantic. Who knew?

“Hold on, Ji-ji,” Lucky whispered inside the trembling belly of the plane as its twin engines thrust them through the sky. “Please, please, please, hold on.”



Ji-ji couldn’t hold on much longer. She had no idea where she was, and Clay refused to say.

Earlier, having dumped the body, Clay had ordered her to lie down on the floor in the back of the vehicle. She spent the rest of the journey with her face inches from the dead man’s gun. Clay parked the car and ordered her to get out, but it wasn’t easy to rise from the floor with her wrists cuffed behind her. He railed at her when she said she needed help: “The winged wonder can’t even get her ass off the floor!” Upright again, Ji-ji saw he’d parked in a grungy underground garage that looked like it hadn’t been used in years. He uncuffed her, shoved a contagion mask and hooded sweatshirt in her hands and ordered her to put them on. They entered through a door into a series of tunnels and trudged up one flight of stairs after another till they emerged into hallways that smelled almost as musty as the tunnels.

When Ji-ji asked if this was the Decipula, Clay ignored the question. “Remember what I told you,” he said. “Keep your hood an’ mask on an’ your head down. If we run into anyone, I do the talking. Last thing a steader wants to see is an uppity Mule.”

She wondered if he’d always been a bastard or if life had turned him into one. She had to admit she never knew him well. In an effort to destroy botanical family ties, male juvi seeds were shipped off to the auctionmart soon after they reached their teen years. Like Charra, Clay was several years older than she was. On the planting, he got back late from work in the furniture factory or the fields, shoveled down the food their mam had sweated over, and fell into bed.

Suddenly, Ji-ji lost her temper. He was her brother, for god’s sake! She wrenched her hand away from Clay’s and said she wasn’t going a step further till he told her where they were headed. She didn’t see his fist till it slammed into her jaw. She fell to the ground. He’d hit her!

Dazed, she eased herself up into a sitting position and pulled down her contagion mask. She touched her mouth. Her lip was bloody.

“Stop sniveling,” he commanded. He yanked her up off the floor. “I warned you not to kick up a fuss. See what you made me do? Jesus fuckin Christ!”

Ji-ji was shaking so hard her teeth chattered. It wasn’t only his brutality that shook her. She’d tried to unfurl again, but it hadn’t worked.

“Here, take this,” he said. He handed her a large white handkerchief. “Wipe the blood off your mouth. That’s better. Don’t make me do that again. I won’t be gentle next time.”

He pulled up her mask and made sure the hood on her sweatshirt covered most of her face. Roughly, he grabbed her hand and dragged her though the corridors faster than before.

At the end of one corridor, two fairskin guards stood in front of a huge double door. Clay and Ji-ji hadn’t been spotted yet.

Clay bent down and whispered in Ji-ji’s ear: “Keep your head down an’ your mask an’ hood on. You say a word, Jellybean, an’ I’ll slit your scrawny throat myself.”

He strode up to the guards with her in tow. They saluted. “I’ve brought the new Serverseed to help,” Clay said. “Cameras still acting up?”

“Yes, Mr. Lotterman, sir,” the smaller guard told him.

“I’ve got a man arriving to take a look,” Clay said. “Should be here later today.”

Clay grasped the door handle, shoved Ji-ji inside, stepped inside himself, and closed the door. The huge room was empty. He put his finger to his lips to indicate that she shouldn’t say anything. He led her through a palatial bedroom with an enormous four-poster bed, past what looked like a storage room and a bathroom, along a narrow corridor, and into a more modestly sized sitting room where an old woman sat by the window and looked out at the garden.

Man Cryday looked up.

Ji-ji let out a squeal of recognition and rushed into her arms. “You’re alive!” she cried.

“Oh, child! Clay told me you’d been captured. Amadeus and Tiro too.”

Ji-ji nodded. “I couldn’t save ’em!”

“Hush. Don’t cry. I asked Clay to help us. And that’s exactly what he’s done.” Man Cryday saw she was bleeding. “Your mouth.”

“It’s nothing. I don’t care. You’re alive!”

They heard voices. A side door opened and a woman not much older than Ji-ji walked in. “He’s been a handful today. You should have seen—” She broke off when she saw the visitors.

Man Cryday urged Ji-ji to sit. “I’m not tired,” Ji-ji said.

“Sit, child,” Man Cryday told her.

Ji-ji sat down on a small sofa. The Gardener of Tears sat down beside her and took her hand. “This is Sister Yasmee. She is a nurse. I have something to tell you, Ji-ji.”

The side door burst open again. A boy entered from the garden, followed by an older woman. Laughing, the child ran up to Clay and leapt into his arms. “I missed you!” he cried.

“This is Sister Irmalene,” Man Cryday said. “And this, Ji-ji, this boy is Bonbon.”

Ji-ji looked from Man Cryday to the boy. “Bonbon?”

Clay corrected them. “His name’s Oletto. An’ he’s a Muleseed, not a boy. How many times I gotta tell you? Lotter won’t like it if you get that shit wrong.”

Man Cryday waved off Clay’s objections. She called the little boy over to her. Clay was reluctant to let him go.

Ji-ji couldn’t breathe, could hardly see. “Bonbon?” she murmured again.

Man Cryday took the boy’s hand and placed it in Ji-ji’s. “This is Ji-ji. Your sister.”

Bonbon’s mouth dropped open, then he grinned from ear to ear. Ji-ji broke down when she saw his center tooth. It was him! She swept him up in her arms and sobbed.

After a minute or two, she’d recovered enough to stand. With Bonbon’s hand in hers, she went to Clay and embraced him too. “Why didn’t you tell me they were alive?” she cried.

Man Cryday came up to the group and said, “I wasn’t sure if I could trust you to bring her to me, Clay. It was a courageous thing to do. Thank you. Ji-ji, there is something else you need to know. He is like you—a Wingchild. Bonbon, unfurl for your sister.”

“Wait!” Sister Yasmee cried. “He’s torn two shirts this week. Take your T-shirt off first.”

Ji-ji watched dumbfounded as Yasmee removed his T-shirt. She saw the root-like ridges and folds along his spine. Bonbon, still laughing, unfurled. Sister Yasmee leapt out of the way just in time. Ji-ji marveled at his transformation. His wings, purple like hers, spanned the room. Ji-ji went up to him and touched his shimmering wing. “That tickles!” he giggled. Although she’d only touched one wing, the hundreds of tiny wing flaps on both wings moved synchronously, like wheat stroked by a breeze or waves lapping onshore. Like hers.

Man Cryday ordered Bonbon to furl up his wings again. “We need to keep your sister hidden. If anyone comes here, apart from all of us here right now, you must not say a word about her. Do you understand, Bonbon? She will be in great danger if you do.”

The boy, his brow furrowed, nodded. “I say nothing. I promise.”

“Good,” Man Cryday said. “Quickly! Furl them up. There is no room to move in here.”

The boy did as he was asked. “Are you really my sister? My Ji-ji?”

“Yes, I am. I was there when Mam birthed you. I’ll tell you all about her. She loved you more than anything. I’ve been dreaming of finding you for such a long time.”

“Man Cryday is telling me all about you and Afarra. We can fly home together.”

“There’s a large cubby hole in the storage room,” Man Cryday said. “You can hide in there, Ji-ji, till nightfall. Then you two can fly over the garden wall and escape. Are you sure the cameras are not working, Clay?”

Ji-ji understood at last. It was all a trick—a game Clay had played. He’d kept her in the dark to protect her, hit her cos the place was full of surveillance cameras. At the urging of the woman she loved like a grandmother, her older brother had led her to the baby brother they’d been searching for ever since Lotter snatched him from his cradle. Ji-ji’s chest was so full she was scared it would burst. She was about to thank Clay again when the side door leading to the garden opened.

“Father-Man!” Bonbon cried, and skipped off to greet him.

Man Cryday grabbed Ji-ji. “Say nothing,” she hissed. “Your brother has betrayed us!”

Clay sidled up and stood behind them. He leaned down and said, “I answer to the Lord Commander, not to you, tree witch. Always have, always will, you self-righteous bitch. Guess you should’ve figured that out for yourself, being a witch an’ all.”

With Bonbon in his arms, Lotter looked Ji-ji up and down.

“Huh,” he said. “You still look nothing like her. Plain as mud—right, Clayton? Shame.”



Amadeus knew he didn’t have Zyla’s way with words, but he quickly realized he had to help Tiro cope. Soon after their jailers shoved them into a room-sized cage and pushed a button to slide the deadlock into the locked position, the fly-boy fell apart. Without his uppers, flukes, weed, alcohol, and stash of prescription meds, he was a sweaty, trembling mess. As if his withdrawal symptoms weren’t torture enough, Tiro couldn’t bear the thought of Ji-ji alone in the notorious prison. He blamed himself for goading Morson.

For hours, they sat huddled together for warmth on one of the splintery wooden slabs meant to function as a bed in their fetid cage, or their “confessional” as steaders called it. In the damp, chilly warehouse of a room filled with more than three dozen cages of varying sizes, Tiro circled back to the same question: Was the Dream Master afraid of death? The prisoners in nearby cages and the guard who kept watch 24/7 could see and hear everything, so they spoke softly. Tiro was searching for ways to steel himself against his own fear.

Amadeus came up with various reasons for his resignation. In some of his responses he made light of their predicament. Occasionally, he waxed lyrical about sacrifice. He said what he thought the fly-boy needed to hear—something inspirational; something kind. On the second day of their incarceration, however, after Tiro quizzed him yet again about why death didn’t terrify him, Amadeus couldn’t bring himself to dole out any more clichés. He told him the truth. Confessed that he’d been ready to die—longed for death, at times—ever since he carried Zyla’s nearly severed body out of the Dream Coop. Unsparingly, he described finding her. Said he’d scooped up her organs and pushed them back into the gaping cavity the blast from the bullet left.

“I was terrified she would break in two, and I’d be forced to carry half of her under each arm. How do you do that without going mad? Lotter eviscerated her. Ordered his man to blast her body to bits. Zyla Clobershay was a thousand times better than that sonuvabitch. Bet he doesn’t even remember her name.”

Tiro sniffed. The fly-boy’s nose was constantly dribbling now that he wasn’t snarfing powdered flukes and sunsets. Then again, he could be crying. Both perhaps.

“Something told me to take Zy’s body to Man Cryday in Dimmers Wood an’ bury her there. I guess the Gardener of Tears is like the Grief Master. Guess I needed a mother.”

Through his chattering teeth, Tiro said, “Shit, Coach. That crochety old tree witch ain’t never felt much like a mother to me. I’m a loser in her book.”

“Here, take this extra blanket,” Amadeus said. “Your teeth’ll shatter if you don’t warm up.” He removed the thin blanket from around his own shoulders and wrapped it around Tiro’s.

“Thanks,” Tiro said. “So death don’t scare you then?”

“Guess not. Least it didn’t back when you showed up in the bush like the goddam cavalry. Then there were those crazy kids, my special forces, all of them convinced I was Captain America. Confidence, Thomas, Hero the Great, Bossy Boy, Ringo, Jonah. They reminded me what it was like to be an outcast Serverseed—a Cloth with a number for a name. Hard to feel sorry for yourself in the company of kids as dirt poor as they are.”

“Yeah,” Tiro said. “I know what you mean. Think Hero’s foot is okay?”

“Yeah, I’m sure it is.” Amadeus had no idea if this was true, but it felt good to say it.

“So bit by bit,” he continued, “I reinvested myself in living.” He checked off pivotal moments in the Cradle: their escape with the mothers; the toddlers with those wild feelers on their backs; their time in the cave with God’s Special Forces; the time they spent with the Melaikan villagers, difficult though it was. “And the moment when the Owl unfurled in front of us. I swear, man, I was tempted to get down on my knees and thank the universe.”

“You make it sound good, what we went through. But all I can think of is when they shot him. They always kill the best ones. Wish we’d found the Bird tribe, for Ji’s sake. All we found were Rootbacks an’ a dead owl. Looks like she was a genetic experiment, for sure.”

“Maybe,” Amadeus said. “Or maybe everything’s still up in the air.”

“Speaking of up in the air, I was high most of the time.”

“Yeah, son. I noticed.”

“Flukes are meant to make you horny. Guess I’m proof the fuckers don’t work worth a damn. Withdrawal’s a bitch, Coach. If I get through this, I swear I’ll be the soberest fly-boy in history. Think that sonuvabitch went through with his deep search of Ji?”

“Don’t know. Try not to think about it.”

“I’m sorry—’bout Zyla, I mean. I guess death’ll be okay if Amadee an’ Yatho are there.”

“You’ve still got one brother left alive, right?”

“Yeah. Bromadu. We call him Bromie. He’s a good kid.”

“Bet he’ll be over the moon to see his big brother again.”

“Yeah. He’d go crazy. So would Zaini.”

The Dream Master took Tiro’s face in his large hands. “Then keep fighting, son. Don’t leave your little brother brotherless, and don’t make Zaini grieve over another lost son.”

The prison routine was mind-numbing; each day in the Decipula seemed like a month. The routine was simple. The lights were turned on for a couple of hours a day when their midday meal—the only meal of the day—was served. Amadeus soon decided he preferred the darkness when the only illumination came from a handful of night-lights. When the lights were turned up, prisoners were forced to confront the squalor—the brimming piss pots, the cages with their rusty bars, the roaches, rats, and other vermin that scuttled away only to scuttle back brazenly a minute later. The lights activated a skunky smell that burned your nostrils and made your throat sore. Amadeus had to give it to them. Messing with prisoners’ sense of smell during their only meal was a cheap and very effective form of torture.

On the third day, a large group of prisoners were marched past their cage and locked inside the largest confessional. Many were women and children; two were infants. Amadeus suspected they were Toteppi. He discovered he was right when he exchanged a few hurried words with one of the men after the guard on duty stepped away for a moment. The man, a teacher from Sierra Leone, said their group was picked from their village near Mount Bintumani in the Loma mountains, a place so remote it was rare to see any strangers. In Armistice, they were forced to undergo extensive testing—X-rays, scans, other invasive procedures. The majority were still being tested “for disease,” the man said. His wife and child were still among them.

Amadeus wanted to ask about Wingchildren, but the guard returned before he could.

Tiro whispered to him: “You think Starburst an’ Nasma are okay, Coach? Think their pikins got picked?”

Amadeus assured him they’d be okay—another claim that was more wish than certainty.

In the dead of night, one of the Toteppi women began to sing, then another and another, till the cage bars vibrated with their yearning. The Spanish-speaking guard on duty didn’t order them to be quiet. He seemed to understand he was witnessing something holy.

“They’re singing of home,” Amadeus said.

Tiro was surprised. “Didn’t know you spoke Totepp.”

“I don’t. But I speak human, and home is home. Always sounds the same.”

Amadeus leaned back against the confessional’s frigid bars and opened himself up to the women’s longing, grateful that they’d translated their sorrow into something beautiful. “I missed it,” he said.

“Missed what?” Tiro asked.

“The beauty. I forgot to see those unbelievable Liberian sunrises and sunsets, the ones that take your breath away. I hope you won’t make the same mistake. Dare to keep your eyes wide open, Tiro. Drink in every goddam glorious thing there is to see.”

On the fourth day, a contingent of half a dozen prison guards marched up to the confessional shared by Amadeus and Tiro and ordered them to get up and come with them.

“You think this is it?” Tiro whispered. “They gonna lynch us?”

“I don’t know,” Amadeus said. “But whatever happens, I’m here, okay?”

They were led down several dark, dingy corridors. At the end of one, the guard knocked on a grubby door. “Enter,” said a woman’s voice.

They were ushered into a small room where an elderly woman in blue robes sat behind a large table. Two guards remained; the other two waited outside. The woman didn’t identify herself, but it didn’t take long for Amadeus to figure out she was the Diviner, the only female with significant power in the Territories. The woman told them they’d been brought here to make a video. “The Dreamfleet cowards have not responded to Supreme Leader Morson’s generous offer yet. The two of you will persuade them to do so.”

“His offer?” Amadeus asked.

The Diviner looked up at the guards. “Well?” she said.

The guard who’d allowed the Toteppi women to sing the night before spoke up. “The guards—us—we were told we must not engage in conversation with them, ma’am.”

The Diviner cleared her throat disapprovingly. She reached down beside her and grabbed a large, flesh-colored leather bag roughly the size of a cow’s stomach. She set it on her lap and unclasped it. All the while, you could hear a pin drop. When she pulled out a small red notebook, the guards’ uneasiness was as pronounced as it would have been if she’d pulled out a gun.

She addressed the guard again, the one who’d spoken up. “What’s your name?”

“Juan, Diviner Virago,” he replied, nervously. “Juan Monteverdi.”

She wrote it down. “A Spanish name. Interesting. Your swarthy complexion and your accent would suggest you are not of European descent. A first-generation Armorer, I assume. On the light-to-middle arcs of the Color Wheel by the looks of things. The provisional shades.” Juan nodded miserably. “Have you earned your provisional citizenship yet?”

“Not yet, ma’am.”

“But you hope to do so through your service here. Tell me, am I right that fifteen years of service is required for provisional status?” He nodded. “And how long do you have to go, Juan?”

“Two months, ma’am.” She wrote that down too.

She looked at Juan and sighed as if compassion was her sole motivation, closed the notebook, and sheathed her pen in the elastic grip on the cover. Wearily, like someone who carried the moral weight of the world, she slid the notebook into her bag and placed it carefully on the floor beside her. The ritual designed to unsettle her onlookers worked.

Diviner Virago turned her attention to the prisoners. From her sky-blue robe, she pulled out a sheet of paper. “I was told you had been informed of Supreme Leader Morson’s plan. The Grand Inquisitor will be disappointed to learn this is not the case.” She ordered Amadeus Nelson to read the first part of the proclamation aloud. Tiro was ordered to read the second part.

After they were finished, Amadeus said, “The Dreamfleet won’t be lured here. They’ll know it’s a trap.”

He’d spoken without permission, and the Diviner’s eyes suggested that she already regretted the terrible things that would happen to him as a consequence. Amadeus fantasized about reaching over the table and snapping her neck. It would be difficult for the guards to stop him in time. Beside him, he felt Tiro fidget. The fly-boy was desperate to speak. Quickly, Amadeus added, “If you let Ji-ji and Tiro go, I’ll make the video. But I’ll need proof they’re safely back in the E.S.S., otherwise it’s a no-go.”

The Diviner didn’t take her eyes off the Dream Master as she rapped her fingers on the table. “The Scourge is an existential threat to the Territories,” she said.

“Is she alive?” Amadeus asked.

“You forget yourself, Cloth. You enjoyed elevated status in D.C., but you have no status in Armistice, no legal standing, no right to own property, no right to roam. We’re done here.”

As she stood up to leave, Tiro cried out, “I’ll make it! I’ll make the video!” His outburst prompted the guards to raise their weapons.

Diviner Virago raised her hand to signal to the guards to lower them. “You intrigue me, Tiro Williamsmule. Continue.”

“It’s Dregulahmo,” he blurted out. Amadeus nudged him, but it was too late.

The Diviner’s face was stone. “So, you still insist on going by the name of your traitorous uncle.” She spat on the floor as tradition demanded whenever a convicted traitor’s name was uttered. “Your esteemed patriarch Drexler Williams would take issue with that choice.”

Amadeus tried to intercede. Tiro wouldn’t let him.

“The flyers will listen to me,” Tiro insisted. “I’ll persuade them.” At least the fly-boy had resisted the urge to say what he thought of his sadistic father-man. “You’re not gonna release the three of us,” Tiro went on, “so we gotta fight. I get that. But there are nine children and their mothers in the cage near ours. If you let them and their mothers go, I’ll make the—”

The Diviner interrupted him. “Their mams, you mean? And you are mistaken, Mule. There are no cages in Armistice. And no children in cages. Only seeds.”

Juan stuttered out a sentence: “I think he means the Toteppi p-prisoners, ma’am.”

Just then, the Disciple Bells tolled the hour. In the windowless interrogation room, the hollow clangs slithered through a speaker in the ceiling. Till the bells finished tolling, the Diviner gazed devoutly at the dusty speaker as if it were the mouth of god.

Amadeus braced himself for punishment. Tiro would be hauled off to Penal Plaza and flogged, or worse, for his insolence unless he could persuade the Diviner to punish him instead.

But before he could volunteer, the Diviner turned to the guards and said, “Wash and feed them. Lodge them in the Armory guest wing. They need to regain their strength.” She snatched her bag off the floor. “I am intrigued by your offer, Tiro Williamsmule. I will recommend it to the Grand Inquisitor.”

She swept out of the room in a flurry of blue fabric. In her wake, a floral perfume left the scent of roses and a whiff of what Amadeus could only describe as menace. Amazed, Tiro and Amadeus looked at each other, hardly daring to trust their own ears. In lieu of a punishment, a reward! The world had just been turned upside down.

Two hours later, after blissfully hot showers in the luxurious guest wing of the Armory flying coop, Amadeus and Tiro sat down to eat their first edible food in days. Amadeus took a seat close to Tiro. Speaking softly, he warned him he’d spotted several cameras.

“You mad at me for what I said to her?” Tiro whispered, as he dug into a steak. Amadeus shook his head. “It’s what Ji-ji would’ve wanted.”

“Yeah, I know. To be honest, I wish I’d thought of it.”

“Think Ji’s somewhere in this guest wing too? Bet she is. But they’ll never let us go, even if the Dreamfleet show up an’ we win. ’Specially then.”

He paused for a moment then asked another question Amadeus didn’t want to answer. “Think Ji-ji’s—”

Amadeus jumped in before Tiro uttered the word dead. “No, I don’t.”

Tiro looked relieved. He raised his napkin to his lips as if he were wiping them. With his mouth hidden from the cameras he said, “I plan to spice up my video with a few warnings for the fleeters. Maybe we can Free a few Toteppi without luring fleeters into a trap. What you think?”

Amadeus smiled. “I think you’re smarter than you look, fly-boy.”

A few evenings later, the door, locked from the outside, was pushed open. Four guards marched in. “Come with us,” one of them said. Juan wasn’t among them. The idea that the poor guard had already been flogged made the summons even more ominous.

“Where you taking us?” Tiro asked. “Is it time to record the video?”

“Come with us,” one of the guards said. “Now.”

Tiro’s eyes flickered with fear. “Think this is it, Coach?”

“I don’t know,” Amadeus replied. He needed to add something significant—a gift Tiro could take with him. “I’m proud of you, son,” he said. It would have to do.

The guards marched the two prisoners down the circular corridors and past a series of enormous inner doors, the main entrance to the Armory’s massive arena. They continued down a flight of stairs where the guards thrust open the door to a spacious locker room. The prisoners were shoved inside, and the door was locked behind them.

A loud cheer went up. Amadeus and Tiro were stunned.

“Oh shit!” Tiro exclaimed. “Y’all took the bait too early.”






28 RESCUE PARTIES


Five Dreamfleet flyers rushed to greet them. Only two of them were among those Amadeus would have guessed would volunteer for a suicide mission: Laughing Tree, the bravest and most formidable battler in the fleet, and Germaine Judd, whose agility in the coop was legendary. Amadeus was surprised to see the next two: X-Clamation, the narcissistic champion flyer whose outfits were as legendary as his acrobatics; and Re-Router, his female flying partner, one of the savviest and most experienced flyer-battlers in the fleet. But it was the fifth flyer whose presence surprised the Dream Master the most.

Marcus Aurelius leapt forward. Laughing, he grabbed Tiro in a mock choke hold. “Is that all the thanks we get? You’re looking at the only fleeters with guts enough to answer the call.”

Laughing Tree grasped the Dream Master’s hand and shook it warmly. The seven-footer gave Tiro a bear hug. “What you mean we ‘took the bait too early’?” he asked. “Where’s Ji-ji?”

Amadeus told them how they’d been separated from her for several days. “We’re hoping she’s okay,” he said.

“’Course she is,” Tree assured him. “They want her in the arena. That’s the whole point. She’s the big draw. No offense meant to you and Tiro, or anyone here.”

“None taken,” Amadeus replied, grateful to have the company of a man he admired as much as any flyer he’d ever known, someone who, unlike him, usually saw the glass half full.

Tiro told them about the video they’d agreed to make.

“I don’t get it,” Germaine said. “We saw the video. You both guaranteed that Morson was on the up and up. Swore he’d keep his word if we won.”

“What you talking about?” Tiro exclaimed. “We didn’t make it yet.” Distraught, he looked over at Amadeus. “The Toteppi mothers and children!”

“What Toteppi mothers and children?” Re-Router asked.

Amadeus groaned. “The Diviner must’ve recorded us. Remember how she got us to read the proclamation? They manipulated our voices and the footage.”

“They can do that?” Tiro asked, incredulously.

“Sure they can,” Laughing Tree told him. “Used to do it all the time in the Age of Plenty. Deepfake this, deepfake that, till no one knew what was legit. It’s illegal in the SuperStates.”

Amadeus turned to the other flyers. “Looks like Tiro and I walked into a trap. Unfortunately, so have you. I’m sorry. I really am.”

X-Clamation was dismayed. He paced between the lockers, swearing as he went. “You saying Morson won’t honor the fuckin agreement?” he asked. His cape of sequins and feathers billowed out behind him. Given how rigorously the puritanical city enforced its masculinity mandates, it was a wonder the famous flyer hadn’t been transported directly to Penal Plaza.

Tiro yelled at him: “For Chrissake, X! Let me think.” He sank down on a bench and buried his head in his hands. “Ji’s doomed. So are the Toteppi.”

“Us too,” Re-Router said. She grabbed X-Clamation’s waist and did her best to comfort her high-strung flying partner. Re-Router wasn’t scared of anyone, yet even she looked anxious.

As the others argued among themselves, Marcus strode up to Amadeus. With a purposeful familiarity, he put his arm around the shoulders of his former coach. Amadeus knew exactly what Marcus was doing. It was a power move designed to show their roles were now reversed. Amadeus wouldn’t be conducting the coop or playing the role of Dream Master. Without his team of twelve engineers, he was devoid of magic tricks.

The charismatic fly-boy whispered in his ear: “Cheer up, I’m-a-God. Freedom’s not dead yet. Just needs CPR. Trust me, okay. Steaders ain’t the only ones with tricks up their sleeves. Our victory will be one for the history books. Could be tough for you to keep up at your age, but don’t worry. I got your back. Time to turn the tables on our enemies once an’ for all.”

Without saying a word, Amadeus slid out from under the fly-boy’s arm and stepped away. Marcus turned to X-Clamation and whispered something that made the pair burst into raucous laughter. The fly-boy who’d named himself a Caesar was in his element. Germaine and Re-Router weren’t amused. They linked arms and headed off to another section of the locker room. Amadeus exchanged looks with Laughing Tree. The big man wasn’t amused either.

Normally, the Dream Master would have felt obliged to intervene. But tonight, with an ease that amazed him, he let it all go: the agony of responsibility, the merciless imperative to get it right because others, younger and greener than he was, depended on him. All he had to do now was fight one last battle in an enemy flying coop filled with booby traps. His role would be to look out for Tiro, give the kid a chance at survival so Zaini wouldn’t lose yet another son.

Amadeus retreated from the noisy group of flyers. He needed to think. In the back of the men’s locker room, he came upon a small window barely big enough for a bird to fly through. After the darkness of the Decipula, the locker room window brought him intense joy. He found himself humming the tune the Toteppi mothers sung to their children. He realized he’d heard the song long ago as a child, one reason why it made him weep when the caged prisoners from the tribe of Birdfolk sang it. He looked up. Even here, in this cursed City of Cages, a thousand time travelers winked at him.

The once-powerful Master of Dreams listened gratefully as the spectral stars whispered their ancient, luminous secrets to the dark.



Man Cryday’s eight decades had taught her to be wary. As a result, she’d only half believed Clay when he’d agreed to help her. It had always been a long shot to think that an ambitious young man without an altruistic bone in his body would opt for morality. As it turned out, the shock of seeing his mother in a preservation cabinet having worn off, Clay had decided to be Lotter’s man again. Perhaps he’d never been sincere when he’d said he would help her. Or maybe he thought about it and decided it was too risky. Either way, everything had shifted, and they were now at Lotter’s mercy.

Lotter issued strict instructions to Ji-ji not to try to escape. He said he’d had snipers posted all over the city following the riots. He then told the nursing sisters to take Oletto to the other room. As the nurses hurried to comply, Clay moved to stand behind Lotter, eager to provide physical evidence of his loyalty. Man Cryday wanted to spit.

“Morson’s plan was to let you fly in the coop for a while,” Lotter told Ji-ji, after the nuns had exited with Oletto, “so the steaders get their money’s worth. But the initial attacks on you were to be fake, the sniper’s bullets blanks. Sessill wants to make you look invincible. That way it’s more dramatic when you’re defeated. Most of the equipment in the Armory Coop has been tampered with. If Dreamfleeters are insane enough to take Morson’s bait, they’ll fall victim to the Hell’s Yells. He wants you to survive the longest so you can watch your friends die.”

Man Cryday cut in: “Don’t make a meal of it, Twelfth-of-a-Man. Get on with it.”

“I’m going to miss you, Mizz Man. I’m surrounded by chickens.” Lotter glanced behind him to where Clay stood, hunched over and sheepish. He turned back to Man Cryday. “But you’re not scared of me, are you, witch?”

“Why would I be scared of a projection?” she asked. “There is no substance to you, Lord Commander. When I look at you, I see what Silapu saw. Nothing.”

A slight grimace on Lotter’s face told her she’d hit a nerve. She reined herself in. Losing her temper was foolish. Obviously, the bastard had come to gloat.

Lotter turned to Ji-ji again. “You’ll be caught, Jellybean. Netted by the Hell’s Yells. They’ve been practicing a victory yodel. The fans will go wild. But just as they’re about to dispense with the Scourge, Morson, ever merciful, will grant you a reprieve.”

“Why spare her life?” Man Cryday asked.

“A question without a dagger in it,” Lotter said. “You’re losing your touch, Sarah.”

“Who’s Sarah?” Ji-ji asked.

“Doesn’t matter,” Man Cryday said.

Clay leapt in eagerly: “It’s her planting name. She was a Tribalseed way back when. Sarah Hudsonseedmate. The witch is nothing special, Ji-ji. She’s just like the rest of us.”

“Shut up, you fool!” Lotter snarled. “Do you always have to remind everyone how pathetic you are?” Clay looked down at the floor and took a step back from his father-man.

Lotter picked up where he left off. “Morson plans to de-wing you. Our Supreme Leader wants to hang up your wings in his trophy room in the Palace.”

“You’re not telling me anything new,” Ji-ji said. Although she was trembling, she didn’t let Lotter see how terrified she was. “He threatened me with that when he came to the villa.”

Man Cryday fumed. “So he wants to display them like the head of a butchered snarlcat.”

“Precisely,” Lotter replied. He paused then added, “We can’t let that happen.”

Man Cryday was rarely shocked. But Lotter’s statement floored her.

“We?” Man Cryday said.

Lotter looked different. It took her a moment to understand why. “If Morson will do that to this one,” he said, “what do you think he’ll do—”

“—to Bonbon.” Man Cryday had finished Lotter’s sentence. “Ah. There’s the rub. It’s not only Bonbon you worry about. Your own skin is at least as important as his—is it not so? Or maybe you chafe at the limitations of your role and plan a coup, yes? If Morson were to discover what you have done…” Man Cryday mimed a knife across her throat.

Lotter laughed, but there was no glee in it. “I’ll miss you, Mizz Man. You are … a formidable opponent. And now, shut the fuck up, dusky, and listen. In the next few days, be ready. At the first opportunity, my men will come and escort you to safety. Clayton will let you know when. Their code word will be Silapu, so you’ll know you can trust them.”

“Escort all of us?” Ji-ji asked. “Bonbon too?”

“And the sisters,” Man Cryday insisted.

“Oletto, the sisters, all of you,” Lotter replied, his impatience mounting.

“You’re helping us escape!” Ji-ji cried, stunned. “But … where will they take us?”

Lotter spoke fast, as if he, too, was shocked by what he was saying. His tone remained measured, yet Man Cryday could plainly see how flustered he was. “A black van will be parked nearby,” he said. “They’ll have disguises for you to wear. You’ll be driven to a small private airport outside the city. From there, you’ll be flown to Albany. I’ve contacted my liaison in the E.S.S. They’re expecting you. If Worthy or the Diviner stop by, you must remain hidden, Jellybean. They must not know you’re here, and, of course, they must not be told about this escape plan. Make sure the sisters know this too, and Oletto. One more thing.” He slowed down for emphasis. “None of you must ever set foot in the Territories again.”

Man Cryday and Ji-ji looked at each other. Ji-ji was breathing fast. To calm her, Man Cryday stroked her cheek and said, “You and Bonbon will be Free. I am so happy for you.”

Ji-ji was on the verge of tears. “You too, Man Cryday. All of us.”

Lotter ordered Clay to fetch Oletto. When the boy arrived, he sat him on his knee and told him he needed to look to Man Cryday and Jellybean for guidance from now on.

The boy didn’t understand. “What about you, Father-Man?”

“You must get to safety, little one. You are big now. Your beautiful wings will scare the steaders if they find out about them.”

“Why, Father-Man?”

“Because they have limited imaginations. While you are in the Territories, promise me you’ll never unfurl unless Man Cryday or Jellybean say it’s okay to do so, understand?” Bonbon nodded. “Good.” Lotter kissed him on the forehead. He led the boy over to Man Cryday and Ji-ji. He placed Bonbon’s hands in theirs. Without taking his eyes off of his son, he said, “Protect him. With your lives, if necessary.” Then he strode out without looking back. Clay trailed after him.

Not long afterwards, as Ji-ji was filling Man Cryday in on what happened after they escaped from the safehouse, Clay stopped by to inform them that the battle in the Armory Coop had been scheduled for the next night. Lotter’s men would come get them tonight at three A.M. on the dot.

Man Cryday tried to stifle her revulsion as Clayton gossiped about the riots they’d seen in the city and the stringent curfews Morson had put in place. Like most gossips, the True Hybrid was sometimes a better source of information than he intended to be. He informed them that the city was swirling with rumors about the missing Wingchild. Most people thought she’d died in the Decipula. Steaders who’d paid a small fortune for tickets to the battle of the century were clamoring for a refund. “Morson’s having a fit. He invited every cropmaster from every planting in the Territories to witness the extermination of the Scourge.”

“You think Morson’ll call the match off?” Ji-ji asked, grasping at straws. “Won’t be much of a battle with just Tiro an’ Amadeus.”

Smugly, Clay folded his arms. “That’s where you’re wrong, Jellybean.” He paused for effect, then said, “More fleeters’ve showed up.”

The fool saved this to torment us, Man Cryday thought. “Who?” she asked.

“Wouldn’t you like to know, witch,” Clay replied.

Bonbon pulled on Clay’s sleeve. “Tell them,” he pleaded. “Ji-ji is very worried.”

Clay looked over at Ji-ji. “Okay,” he said. He looked down at Bonbon and patted his head. “How come you’re always on my case, little bird? Okay. Here’s what my sources tell me. There’s five fleeters answered the call, which makes seven with Tiro an’ the Dream Master.” He listed them off on his fingers: “There’s some female flyer I never heard of. Jerlayne.”

“Germaine!” Ji-ji cried. “Must be. She can’t do it, Man Cryday. What about Zyla?”

“Zyla?” Clay asked. “The legacy school teacher? Thought that little hottie was dead.” It was all Man Cryday could do not to spit in the idiot’s face.

“Not Zyla Clobershay,” Ji-ji told him. “Little Zyla, her namesake. Germaine’s an’ Ben’s daughter. Zyla was Germaine’s best friend. Did Ben Turner come too?”

Clay shrugged. “If he did, he’s not on my list. The other female dumb enough to walk into the gator’s mouth is—wait for it—Re-Router. Why that old bird thinks she stands a chance against the Yells I couldn’t tell you. You seen our Special Teams? They’re fuckin tanks!”

“Who else?” Man Cryday asked, curtly. She couldn’t take much more of this.

Clay turned on her: “How should I know, witch? I’m only the Shoeshine Boy.” Bonbon tugged at Clay’s arm again. “Stop pulling on me, kid. Okay, okay. Another one I heard about is X. Yeah, I thought it was a joke too. Don’t think anyone expected that narcissist flaunty to rise to the occasion. Prancing around in those ridiculous costumes is X’s thing. Guess he misses the spotlight. Heard he was forced to pimp himself out for pennies after the coup in D.C.”

“That’s three,” Ji-ji said, shakily. “Germaine, Re-Router, an’ X. There’s two more.”

Clay feigned forgetfulness. “Is there? Oh yeah, I remember now. Big Tree.”

“You mean Laughing Tree?” Ji-ji asked.

“That’s what I said. He may look like a badass, but that giant ain’t got a battler bone in his body. You seen those videos of him bawling after he swiped that kid off the platform in the Jefferson Coop? Grow a pair, buddy. Pathetic.”

Ji-ji sank down on the sofa and appealed to Man Cryday. “Ink won’t make it if something happens to Tree.” Bonbon trotted over and patted her knee.

“You’ve listed four,” Man Cryday told him, barely able to contain her irritation. “There’s one more. Spit it out.”

“You’ll never guess this last one,” Clay teased. His diamond-studded Hybrid pin caught the morning sun and winked at Man Cryday like a popinjay. “The great Marcus Aurelius.”

“Marcus!” Ji-ji exclaimed.

Man Cryday also found this hard to believe. “I thought Marcus had a falling-out with the Friends,” she said. “Swore to take his own path.”

“An’ that’s exactly what he’s done,” Clay said, as he picked up an apple from a fruit bowl on the coffee table and bit into it. “Apparently, in the Madlands, old Marcus keeps his fairskin POWs in pig sties. Payback for this botanical shit they do to us. But then you’d know that, Jellybean. It was Charra’s idea originally, right?” He took another bite of the apple. “You folks are getting spoiled. Apples, sunlight. Where will it end? Marcus is a sly one. Heard he tossed the guy leading the Invisible Men off the chariot an’ snatched the reins for himself. You ever see Ben Hur? The chariot race runs rings round your Freedom Race. Jesus makes a cameo. Movie’s super violent. The inquisitors love it.”

Clay’s caller purred. He glanced at it and started to head out.

Bonbon ran after him. “You forgot to say goodbye, Clay-Clay,” the boy said.

“How many times I gotta tell you, kid. I’m Mr. Clayton Lotterman to you.” Clay picked up his little brother and threw him in the air. The child shrieked with laugher.

“Careful!” Sister Irmalene cried.

“Don’t fuss, Sister,” Clay scolded. “My brother’s a fuckin bird—right, kid?” He looked at his little brother with genuine affection, put him down, kissed him on the forehead, and left.

Man Cryday breathed a sigh of relief. But his news meant she needed to speak to Ji-ji.

She asked Sister Yasmee and Sister Irmalene to take Bonbon out to the garden. After they went outside, Man Cryday guided to the window seat. “If all goes well,” she said, “this will be our last day in this wretched city. There are many things I want to tell you.”

“You’re scaring me,” Ji-ji said. “We’re all leaving together at three in the morning.”

“Yes, that is the plan. But plans can go awry, and I need to share a few things with you. First, I think we can trust Lotter and this rescue plan. It is in his own self-interest to help us.”

“How do you mean?”

“Apart from you and Bonbon, Lotter is the greatest threat to Morson. He is the Twelfth, father of the Wingchild. Morson wants to exterminate anyone who threatens his supremacy.”

“Like me an’ Bonbon.”

“Like Lotter too. Sessill Morson wishes to kill many birds with one stone.”

Ji-ji scrunched up her mouth, something Man Cryday had noticed she often did when she was thinking hard. “So Morson gets rid of me, an’ thwarts the Rising in one fell swoop. Neuters Lotter as well. Morson doesn’t know about Bonbon, so if I die, he’ll assume he’s stripped Lotter of his power as father of a Wingchild. Lotter’s using us so Morson can’t rob him of his position as the legendary Twelfth.”

Man Cryday was impressed. Ji-ji wasn’t the naïve girl she’d tended in Dimmers Wood. “I think there may be more to it than that,” she said. “Motives have deep and tangled roots—is it not so? As we talked about before, Lotter made a promise to Silapu not to hurt their offspring.”

Ji-ji shook her head. “Lotter’s a monster. He didn’t give a fuck when he killed Zyla.… Sorry for swearing. But you’re wrong about Lotter. He doesn’t care about promises.”

“I am not saying Arundale Lotter is a good man. Far from it. He is a cruel, dangerous individual. But everyone has switches. Things that turn them on and off. Most of Lotter’s switches are depraved. But Bonbon is also a switch for him. He turns Lotter away from callousness and cruelty. Bonbon unglues him. My assessment runs counter to your experience with him, yes?”

Ji-ji rose from her chair and moved closer to the window. Agitated, she pulled on her fingers and bit her lip. “You don’t understand, Man Cryday. He beat her. Took her body whenever he wanted. Mam tacked up that quilt Zaini made—the one I told you about with Sylvie and the birds—so we wouldn’t see him rutting. Lotter didn’t give a crap if we watched, but Mam did.” Ji-ji looked out at Bonbon, who was running after a ball, laughing as usual. “When Lotter snatched Bonbon, he showed up at the door. Barged into her seed cabin an’ held up the steaders’ Color Wheel to Bonbon’s beautiful dark face. Said his own son was too black to testify to the patriarchal seed. Mam never saw Bonbon again. She tried to kill herself.”

“But you have forgotten the important thing. In the end, Silapu dared to escape.”

“But she didn’t escape! She died at the fuckin fry-fence! On the prison side! In his arms!”

It hurt Man Cryday to see how much pain Ji-ji was in. She tried to find words to comfort her. “When someone is snatched from you with violence it is terrible. But Silapu died reaching for something more instead of settling for something less.”

“Maybe. Lotter’s evil.” With her finger, Ji-ji traced something in the condensation on the glass—two upside-down smiles joined together, the way a child would draw a bird in flight. Soon, she’d drawn a whole flock. “Afarra’s lost … in the bush. An’ I’m scared she’s dead. An’ I’m scared Lucky’s dead. An’ I’m scared Tiro and Amadeus an’ the others are all gonna be killed soon too. I used to believe Freedom’s a race the Freedom Race can win. But most days I’m too worn down to think that’s possible anymore.”

“Oh, my sweet child,” Man Cryday said. Struck by Ji-ji’s honesty, she rose and stood beside her. She slipped her hand into the crook of Ji-ji’s arm and said, “Listen to me. I think Lotter snatched Bonbon for many reasons. Out of jealousy, perhaps, to spite the woman who wanted to run from him, and to save the child who looked just like her.”

Ji-ji started to protest, but Man Cryday raised a hand to silence her. “Lotter, like all tyrants, is a petty man. He knows his own seed was not the wild seed in the Wingchild equation. He knows it was Silapu who mothered you into this metamorphosis. Now, tell me what happened after the raid on the safehouse. Is Afarra lost-dead or lost-lost?”

“I don’t know. Lost-lost, I hope.”

With her worn fingers, the Gardener of Tears wiped Ji-ji’s cheek. “The bush can mother us too. The little Ant Whisperer may yet be found. Is it not so?” Gently, Man Cryday steered Ji-ji back to her chair and sat down beside her. “Tell me everything, child. But tell it fast. Time is a luxury we do not have.”

As Ji-ji recounted what happened, she broke down several times, and Man Cryday had to urge her to continue. When Ji-ji reached the part about the Rootbacks and the Owl, Man Cryday leaned forward in her chair expectantly. “Fascinating,” she whispered. “The Rootbacks, the science center—a place Lotter also told me about, by the way. He showed me remains, hundreds of years old, dug up in the Cradle. Evidence points to the notion that the Bird tribe may have lived once upon a time.”

“I hope you’re right.” Ji-ji didn’t speak for a while. “But my wings,” she said at last, “and Bonbon’s too, they’re not like the wings of any natural creature. They’re weird and weightless and modern. Like they were constructed somehow. They can morph into anything, feels like. Think for themselves almost.”

“Have you tried again to unfurl them?”

“Last night I tried for over an hour. Nothing. It’s like they’re not even there.”

Man Cryday patted Ji-ji’s arm. “Perhaps you are trying too hard—yes?”

“I can’t help it. You really think he snatched Bonbon to save him?”

“I do. I think he was afraid Cropmaster Herring would send him either to a Serverseed camp or to some experimental facility if he did not intervene. He has kept the boy hidden in Armistice all these years. And now he is risking everything again by helping us escape. Men, women too, are not one thing, we are many. Regimes like the one in the Territories tell us to see each other in one or two dimensions only. This is the spell they cast—Black against White, male against female. We must resist. Don’t see in two dimensions, Ji-ji. There are countless other dimensions you will miss if you do, and, trust me, some of them will be amazing.”

Ji-ji put her arms around Man Cryday’s neck and held on for dear life.

“That’s it, child. It is good to weep sometimes. Lotter loves Bonbon. He sees her in him.”

She felt Ji-ji stiffen and pull away. “You must not care about the garbage Lotter spouts.” She cupped Ji-ji’s face in her hands and kissed the top of her head. “He attaches value to looks to mask the fact that the only look he ever valued was Silapu’s—a feeling he has been conditioned to believe is unnatural. Females spend too much time gazing in mirrors males hold up to them. You think I give a damn what men think when they look at me and see an old Black woman in a ragged head-tie? I do not. Because their contempt cannot break me.” She took both of Ji-ji’s hands in hers. “Live life generously, when you can. Be brave, even when your body tells you to be afraid, for you have a little brother to protect now, and that is a sacred obligation. Most of all, be you, entirely and boldly. Do not be afraid to love the world and the people in it. Do not surrender to bitterness or cynicism. I hate to admit it, but Dregulahmo was better at love than I am. Already I can see, my sweet girl, that you are also better at love than I have ever been.”

That evening, as the three sisters napped and the Wingchildren slept, Man Cryday listened out for the rescuers. She was about to wake them all in readiness for their escape when she heard it a second time—the same owl, the same soft hoot. She sat up suddenly and woke the sisters. Quickly, she ran into the bedroom, placed her hand over Ji-ji’s mouth and woke her too.

“Ssh,” she said. “Don’t make a sound.” She woke Bonbon then, who’d been sleeping soundly beside Ji-ji, and hurried back to the sisters, who waited in the other room.

“You think it’s them?” Sister Yasmee said, her voice high with anxiety.

“Could be,” Man Cryday told her. “But if so, they are not here on the dot as promised. They are early.” She lifted up her pillow and pulled out a paring knife, which she handed to Ji-ji. Without missing a beat, she took out three other knives from the same hiding place—a bread knife for Sister Yasmee (granted, not very useful unless Yasmee was willing to saw someone to death), a curved boning knife for Sister Irmalene, and an impressive carving knife for herself.

“Where’s my knife?” Bonbon asked, sleepily.

“You and Ji-ji are Wingchildren,” Man Cryday explained, “so you only need one.” Her illogical answer satisfied him.

Scuffling sounds from down the corridor! Someone was at the main door! Before they could react, they heard someone else at the side door fiddling with the lock! No one had uttered the password, and their escape route was blocked!

“Is it Morson’s men?” Sister Yasmee stammered. “Are they … are they here to kill us?”

Man Cryday ordered her to shut up and pray to Jesus. Yasmee clamped her mouth shut.

“Ji-ji, take Bonbon,” Man Cryday ordered. “We’ll put up a fight while you two slip out through the side door. Take him and fly! Trust me, the roots on your back will respond.”

Ji-ji lifted Bonbon into her arms. Man Cryday pushed them both behind her.

“What if they come through the front door?” Sister Irmalene asked.

“Defend it if they do,” Man Cryday told the elderly nun. “Ready yourself, sister.”

“I’ve been ready all my life,” Irmalene stated. “It’s been an honor, sisters.” She raised her knife. “You ready to be deboned, you mother—”

Man Cryday raised her carving knife and hissed, “What is the password? Give us the password or I’ll gut you!”

From the other side of the door, a woman whispered, “What the hell are you doing?”

Man Cryday started to laugh. She yelled to the others, “Stand down, sisters! The rescue party’s arrived!” She flung the side door open. A tiny woman with a gun in her hand stood in the dark. They embraced each other. “What in god’s name took you so long, Aisha?”

“You ungrateful witch!” Aisha said. “The crap we went through to find you! Had to stir up a lynching an’ start a riot. Prayjon, go tell Norton we got in through the side door.”

“What about the guards?” Irmalene asked.

“This is Sister Irmalene,” Man Cryday said. “She is a nun. As is Sister Yasmee.”

“I see,” Aisha said. “Well then it’s probably best if I don’t tell you what happened to the guards. Sorry, sister. I’ll say a few Hail Marys after we got you liberated.”

Ji-ji stepped out from behind the door with Bonbon in her arms.

“Ji-ji!” Aisha cried. “Well this is a surprise! Haven’t seen you since the raid on the 437th. Heard rumors you were dead. Glad they were exaggerated. Who’s this?”

“Bonbon,” Ji-ji said. “My brother.”

Aisha whistled in surprise. “Is this the kid you tried to find, Man?” Man Cryday nodded.

Aisha looked the boy up and down. “He got a pair too? Wings is what I’m referring to, sisters.” Man Cryday said he did. “Well, well. Ain’t this the icing on the cake? Two Wingchilds liberated for the price of none.”

“There’s a problem, Aish,” Man Cryday said. “There’s another rescue party on the way. They’ll arrive any minute.” Quickly, Man Cryday told them about Lotter’s rescue plan.

“That explains it,” Aisha told her. “We came across a black van parked in the back. Four bodies inside. Think we scared off the ones that killed ’em. But we shouldn’t hang around.”

“We must get out of here!” Sister Yasmee cried.

“First, we need to see if the coast is clear,” Aisha said, as she closed and locked the side door. “For all we know, the killers are still out there. Prayjon, take a look around.”

Just then, Norton entered. Quickly, Aisha introduced him to the sisters and Bonbon. Aisha seemed to think the captives needed reassuring. “Norton’s brought along a bazooka for emergencies,” she said. “Got a whole bunch o’ them bigass steader grenades, too, so we’re in safe hands.” She called out softly. “You can come in now. You’ll never guess who we found.”

The figure in the corridor stepped into the room and stood in the shadows. “Look who it is, Ji-ji. Your best friend in the whole world.”

Ji-ji shrieked Sloppy’s name and rushed at her with the paring knife. “I’ll kill you for what you did!” she cried.

It took all four women and Bonbon to pry them apart. By this time, Sloppy’s arm was bleeding, and Man Cryday had grabbed the paring knife.

“She … she cut me!” Delilah sputtered. “The bitch is delusional. Worst chief kitchen-seed ever. Wouldn’t even let us kitchen-seeds play on that lousy pinball machine. Ask Dip.”

“She’s Sloppy,” Ji-ji said.

Aisha came to the girl’s defense. “I admit Delilah’s a bit sloppy. But that’s no reason—”

“She kidnapped Afarra!” Ji-ji cried. “She watched while Chaff Man raped her!”

Having girded herself to defend against another attack from Ji-ji, the last thing Sloppy expected was Man Cryday’s finger in her eye.

“That was for Afarra,” Man Cryday said. “Get her out of my sight, Aish, or I swear I will poke the other one.”

Sloppy clutched her eye and moaned: “You nearly blinded me, you wizened old bitch!”

Aisha helped Sloppy stand. “You told me you an’ Ji-ji were best friends.”

“We were once,” Sloppy said, as she wiped her watery eye. “You said it was a witch we was saving, not a Wingchild. Her an’ my relationship is complicated, Auntie.”

“Let’s tie her up an’ leave her to those killers,” Norton suggested.

“Sounds good to me,” Aisha said. “Or we could toss her in the van with the corpses.”

“No!” Bonbon cried. He reached out and took Sloppy-Delilah’s hand.

Delilah looked as if she’d seen a ghost. “Is this a trick?” she cried. “He looks like she did when she shrunk herself down in the shed. We never could figure out how she did that.”

“What’s she talking about?” Norton asked. “She high or somethin?”

“No idea,” Aisha said. “What you want us to do, Ji-ji? Your call. Take her or leave her?”

Ji-ji looked at Bonbon. “Take her,” she said. “We can decide what to do with her later.”

“Okay then,” Aisha said. “Get your bazooka ready, Norton. Damn, it’s good to see you, Cryday. Cover your eyes, sisters.” Aisha planted a kiss on Man Cryday’s lips. Then she strode up to Sloppy and pulled in her close. “Don’t you dare call me Auntie ever again,” she said.

As they hurried out, Man Cryday offered Ji-ji the paring knife. “You want this back in case we need to clean out the slop? Lucky mentioned you are lethal with cutlery.”

Without saying a word, Ji-ji pocketed Man Cryday’s gift.






29 FOG


Tonight, like an owl, the City of Cages sleeps with at least one eye open as it waits for the game of war to begin. The Supreme Council’s assertion that the Wingchild was a fake was abandoned after they snatched her from the Cradle. Supreme Leader Morson has been looking forward to celebrating the Scourge’s extermination in front of tens of thousands of fans in the Armory Coop and countless others who will view the battle online. To everyone’s astonishment, the SuperStates and their allies, weary of conflict and eager to increase trade, tacitly agreed to the terms laid out in Morson’s proclamation. Only now, Rumor says, the Wingchild won’t fly in the Armory after all. She’s missing. Or dead. Yet dreams are tricky to extinguish, and tonight, all over the seething, segregated city, steaders aren’t the only ones who dream of victory.

Seeds whisper that even a frayed hope-rope can carry flyer-battlers to safety. They remind each other that the Tribal wizard’s nephew is the best flyer-battler who ever flew the Dream. Tiro the Pterodactyl can soar through the air like a bird of prey. The faithful reassure doubters that I’m-a-God will be there too. If there’s anyone who can surprise the hell out of the Hell’s Yells it’s I’m-a-God Nelson. Odds are against the underdogs; they always are. But since when have odds been an impediment for those with nothing to lose?

The nonviolent lovers of Freedom, who believe in the might of the pen, paint graffiti on the walls of government buildings. The images they draw include birds, Sylvie the sacred tree, and cages with doors ripped from their hinges. In bold letters as tall as a man, rebels write THE FREEDOM RACE CAN FLY! The heretical assertion concludes with an exclamation point, a violation of the city’s Botanical Vocabulary and Usage Mandates. The cheeky exclamation point is a finger in the eye of the steaders, whose sacred motto Growing the Territories One Seed at a Time! is relentlessly exclamatory.

To quash opposition, Morson’s patrols are out in force.

On this foggy night, the breath-clouds of the Territorial City Guard merge with the dense fog as the guards’ rhythmic footsteps echo through the city’s main streets. Morson’s supplemental forces—the volunteer deputies, government-backed militias, corporate-sponsored sheriffs, and home-grown vigilantes—are out in force. These self-taught enforcers move through the city’s backstreets like fiery serpents; their hellish yells plant dread in the hearts of seeds. Their white hoods and the flaming props they carry are the oldest tricks in the book, yet they are still effective instigators of terror.

The flaming serpent herds a group of seeds into a dead-end alley. Questions are hurled at the detainees like stones: Where are your papers, duskies? Who gave you permission to roam the streets in the dark? The white-hooded men don’t identify themselves, but they are not the wealthy steaders who’ve paid to witness an expensive massacre in the arena. DIY massacres are all these volunteers can afford. In the blink of an eye, the lesson is concluded.

Morson’s men aren’t the only ones out hunting tonight. Men in black hoods rap on the door of a bar. Their parrot-spies have told them this is where they’ll find a brood of fairskin Wives-Proper who have pledged allegiance to the Friends of Freedom. Attuned to the fickleness of fairskin females, the men are not convinced these Wives-Proper are reliable allies.

As she did when Aisha knocked on the same door, Gretchen answers. The Invisible Men dressed in black merge with the night. The passphrase they use, “Alis volat propriis,” identifies them as Friends, so she invites them in. Less than a minute later, Gretchen screams.

The Wives-Proper, Gretchen’s friends and allies, seeds’ allies too, hear her scream bloody murder and storm to her aid. A mistake. Exactly what the Invisibles were hoping for.

As bands of hooded men steal away to launch the next massacre, dozens of unfortunate seeds and unlucky Wives-Proper lie dead. All night, their eyes, like the Owl’s, remain open.



Inside the Armory, as the former Dreamfleet flyers make their final preparations for battle, X-Clamation has a panic attack. Says Morson will never honor the agreement even if they win. Says they’re all suckers. Says they’ll all die. Says they’ll torture him most of all. Marcus murmurs something in his ear and his panic attack subsides.

“Since when did you become the X Whisperer,” Germaine asks. Marcus smiles cagily.

“Care to let the rest of us in on the secret?” Amadeus asks.

“Let’s just say the steaders won’t be the only avengers tonight,” Marcus replies.

“Long as innocent people don’t get hurt,” Laughing Tree says.

“Innocence is a figment of the imagination, Tree,” Marcus replies. “Suckers who play by the rules won’t play for long.” He puts his arm on Tiro’s shoulder. “Right, partner?”

Tiro doesn’t answer. He’s talking to Amadee in his head. Germaine brought a purple bandana for him to wear in honor of his killed twin. He grips it tight.

Armed guards stomp into the locker room. They march the fleeters to the flyer-battler entrance at the south end of the arena: Marcus and Laughing Tree, X-Clamation and Re-Router, Germaine and Tiro. Amadeus, traveling solo, brings up the rear. The Dreamfleeters wait for their cue under the entry arch. The fans spot them. The cavernous space erupts into boos and jeers. Enclosed inside the enormous arena and surrounded by tiered seats, the gigantic flying cage, filled with state-of-the-art equipment, swallows the rest of the Armory’s volume.

As the Dreamfleet flyer-battlers are escorted to the cage entrance through a phalanx of fans, Amadeus says to Tiro and Germaine, “If there’s no way out, we take care of things ourselves before the torture starts. Nothing more irritating than dying slow.”

“Promise you’ll do the same for us, Coach,” Germaine says. “I’m easily irritated.”

“Me too,” Tiro says.

“You got a deal,” the Dream Master replies.

Tiro prepares himself to fly in a very different coop from the one in D.C. He knows there will be no net tonight, no safety harnesses either. Though the equipment resembles what you see in other coops, the design and the names are radically different, which is why the place feels so alien. The equipment in the Armory doesn’t pay tribute to the struggle for Freedom. There are no Rosa Parks Perches, Sojourner Sills, King-spins, ’Bama’s Dramas, Lincoln Logs, Baldwin Beams, Ali Stingers, Ellison Wheels or Wheatley Wheels, Harriet’s Stairs, Biles Trials, Douglass Pipes, or Jim Crow Nests. Like so many other things in the Homestead Territories, the Fly the Coop game, invented after the Sequel by seeds determined to keep their heritage alive, has been turned inside out and upside down. Here, King-spins are Roller Riders, Harriet’s Stairs are Great Ladders, and the Jim Crow Nest is the American Eagle’s Nest. The big wheel, where flyer-battlers hide unseen inside mirrored gondolas, isn’t a reference to Ellison’s Invisible Man, it’s the Wheel of Misfortune; the more modestly sized Wheatley Wheel is the Color Wheel. Some of the gondolas on these rotating wheels are booby traps.

The running commentary by Gil Dunsinane, the announcer (Marcus tells them Gil’s nickname is the Dunce of Armistice), will be a brazen attempt to distract and disadvantage the visiting team. The twelve supposedly impartial judges, known as a Jury of Their Tears, will have been bribed; the referees will have been warned their safety cannot be guaranteed if too many close calls favor the Dreamfleet. Weapons will not be to code: flails will be as heavy as lead, swords deadly, spears steel-tipped, whips strung with razor blades, and axes sharpened to kill.

Perhaps the most obvious example of the uneven playing field is the numbers of players on each team. Whereas the Dreamfleet team falls far short of the requisite twenty-four flyer-battlers, the Hell’s Yells boast a full contingent. In a last-minute move designed to reassure those who find blatant cheating unpalatable, the Hell’s Yells can only have the same number of flyers inside the cage at any one time as the Dreamfleeters have—a compromise negated by the unlimited substitutions the home team can make. These irregularities don’t dampen the fervor of the most rabid fans. This battle played inside the cage may have been forged by seeds, but the Hell’s Yells fans say it belongs to Armistice tonight. Fly the Coop is a game this city owns.

Amadeus has advised the fleeters to take out as many Yells as they can in the first half. “We’ll be exhausted in the second half,” he warns. Tiro remembers what his uncle said about this game, outlawed in the SuperStates. The old wizard said Fly the Coop, like Janus, the Roman god of beginnings, transitions, and endings, had two faces. For seeds, the game served as a reminder that flight is possible; for steaders, it emphasized the inescapable supremacy of the cage. Tiro’s notion of the game is simpler. For him, it’s still the one place in the Territories where he can be a man, not a seed. When he launches himself from a trapeze or trampoline, flies across the cage on a zip line, rides the wheel all the way from the bottom of the cage to the top, or battles a member of the opposing team, he’s Free. Not that he can fly for real, but it feels like he can.

Tiro looks at his fellow flyers as they line up for their final battle. Poor X-Clamation looks like he wants to throw up. He’s second-guessing his decision to have one last spectacular show in the coop. Every so often, Marcus looks back at him and gives him a thumbs-up.

Germaine’s wearing that face she wears when she’s ready to slice someone’s head off. She’s always been over-protective, so she’ll look out for others, ’specially him. Probably get herself killed doing it. If any of them make it, he hopes it’s her. Ben and little Zyla are banking on her not dying, like Zaini and Bromadu are doing for him.

The steaders allowed Tiro to speak with his family before the game. The bastards listened in, of course, which made the conversation even more awkward. He said he was sorry for all the crap he pulled, especially zipping off to the Cradle without telling them where he was going. Assured them he wasn’t strung out on drugs anymore. Said he’d be flying sober, so they shouldn’t worry. His mother wasn’t mad at him. Tiro wished she had been. Kept saying, “Come back to us, son. We love you so much.” Just about broke him when he heard that. Bromadu said he wanted to join him in Armistice and fight, but Tiro told him to stay where he was. “You’re too young, buddy, and the game’s rigged,” he said. “Armistice is the most militarized city in the Disunited States, so who knows what treats they got in store for us. Mother needs you, Bromie. You could be her Last&Only, understand?” Bromadu got real quiet after he said that. Tiro gets an image in his head of Zaini burying another son. Almost puts him in a worse state than X. He scrubs the image from his brain and goes back to the flyers.

Re-Router keeps checking on X. She can see he’s not in a good place, so Re-Router, who’s served in the Dreamfleet longer than any other female, is thinking of ways to protect her flying partner till he finds his feet again. Re-Router’s got this no-nonsense approach to flying and battling—the opposite of X-Clamation, who’s never met a gimmick he doesn’t love. But they’re spectacular in the coop. He’s learned more from them than any other flyer pair he’s flown with.

Laughing Tree is being Laughing Tree. In other words, he’s the most honorable, courageous battler you could have by your side. No self-pity, not much fear in the giant’s eyes either, even though he had to leave Ink behind. Earlier, he told Tiro he’d asked Zaini to look out for Ink if anything happened to him. She promised she would. Tree took Tiro aside in the locker room and said, “You got a fine mother. She’s lost two sons and lived for years as a seedmate to a monster, but she’s still mothering, and saving, and smiling, and looking out for people. No one has the right to take a woman like Zaini for granted.” His words surprised Tiro, who hadn’t known his mother and Laughing Tree had ever spoken much. “You understand what I’m telling you?” he said. “Yeah,” Tiro replied, though he wanted to say, in light of their dire circumstances, it was too late to become a less-than-shitty son now. Only he didn’t say that cos Tree was okay—more than okay. Tiro knew Tree didn’t say all that to make him feel bad; he said it to make him a better son. Laughing Tree always came at you straight on. Tiro respected that.

Which brings him to Marcus, who took Amadee’s place as his fly-partner. Not that anyone could fly like Amadee. Flying with his twin was like flying with his own shadow. But Marcus is almost as good, which is saying a lot. The fly-boy reads the coop like a dream master—sees the game plan ahead of time in his head and works out a checkmate before the other team has a chance to execute. If anyone can sniff out a booby trap, it’s Marcus.

But the fly-boy’s a puzzle. Hard to know which Marcus is real and which is fake. Their trip to the Madlands proved he was the most secretive sonuvabitch you’re likely to meet. And yet, on several occasions, Marcus risked everything to save Tiro’s ass. So when he saw his old fly partner, fit as a fiddle and cockier than ever, Tiro realized how much he’d missed him. He’d been tempted to ask him if he still treated fairskins like pigs in Turnabout—what the fuck was that about? But he decided against it. No point getting into all that now.

Tiro feels as old as he’s ever felt in his life. Silently, so the others don’t think he’s crazy, he tells Amadee to prep for his arrival. Asks him to look out for Ji. Morson was salivating over the chance to defeat the Wingchild in the Armory Coop. But she’s nowhere to be seen. Something must’ve happened to her. Some screwup in the Decipula—Morson’s deep search gone horribly wrong? He hopes to god it wasn’t some long-drawn-out torture. He’s glad she’s not here, though. The battle will be brutal. And they’ll all join her soon enough. Too late to tell her about his performance problem. He should’ve fessed up to it earlier. He feels bad about that. He feels bad for Lucky too. The Brit wasn’t a total asshole. If Lucky’s dead, Amadee, keep an eye on him till I get there. Tiro doesn’t know if Afarra made it either, so he tells Amadee to be on the lookout for a young female who looks like a kid but is fierce as a snarlcat if she’s cornered. She’ll be wearing his Seeing Eyes, so you can’t miss her.

Amadee says, You missed one of the flyers, bro. What about Amadeus?

Yeah, Tiro admits. I skipped him. Couldn’t bring myself to go there.

Tiro glances back at the Dream Master, who gives him a fatherly nod. His nod says, “I thought you were a real fuckup when you came up behind me in that deluge like a damn fool. But turns out, you’re not as much of a dick as I thought you were, fly-boy.” No. Amadeus wouldn’t say “dick” cos he wouldn’t want Tiro to think he was mocking him. He’d say “jerk.” Wouldn’t say “fuckup” either, ’less he was real mad at something. Instead, he’d end with something inspirational like, “You’ve done good, son. Your uncle, your mother, and your brothers—dead and alive—would be proud. Like I am.”

He wishes he hadn’t agreed to mercy-kill Amadeus and Germaine. I can’t do it, Amadee, he think-says. Guess I’ll just have to make sure I go first so I don’t let ’em down. What you think, bro? Before Amadee can answer, it’s time.

Tiro eases the purple bandana onto his head—Amadee’s favorite color—and yells so they can hear him over the din of the fans: “Buckle up, Dreamfleeters. It’s time to go to war!”



Supreme Leader Sessill Morson leads the executive entourage into the Premier’s Box with all the pomp and ceremony of a small man masquerading as a great one. Perched two-thirds of the way up the tiered arena in the center of the east side of the flying coop, the Premier’s Box offers a bird’s-eye view of the cage. The fans aren’t happy that the star is a no-show.

Sessill Morson steps to the front of the box and waves to the crowd. The fans respond with polite applause. Then one screams, “THE TWELFTH! THE TWELFTH!” Seconds later, thousands of them are screaming the same thing.

Morson keeps his smile in the on position and waves to Lotter to step forward. Morson’s gesture is magnanimous. There’s nothing he’d like more, his body language says, than to share the adoration of the crowd with his Lord Commander, who is several inches taller, several years younger, and much better looking than he is.

The two men stand side-by-side behind the bulletproof glass and wave at the crowd for a few seconds before stepping back and taking their seats. Lotter’s seat is on Morson’s left. Morson stares at the empty chair on his right and clears his throat disapprovingly. He twists his neck to see if his diviner is in her usual seat. Kattenna Virago always sits demurely in the shadows several rows back, clutching her bag of tricks. Tonight, her seat is empty too.

Lotter is more unsettled than usual. Roughly seventeen hours ago, in the early hours of the morning, having received a frantic call from the only man in the rescue party to survive the attack, the Lord Commander knew one of two things was true: either Morson had discovered them on his own—highly unlikely—or Worthy and his mother had betrayed him.

Lotter ordered Clayton to accompany him when he went to confront them. On the way to Worthy’s office suite, Lotter regretted the loss of Zyko. Hard to believe the veteran fighter had been killed by rioters. They’d made a mess of him too—face barely recognizable, leg blown off. A trusted assassin was a valuable asset. For now, Clayton would have to do.

They found Fightgood Worthy and Kattenna Virago in Worthy’s chambers, celebratory drinks in hand. Mother and son were alarmed when they rushed in, but Lotter kept them calm till he was confident neither was armed. He told them there had been a kerfuffle at the place where they’d hidden his seedling. Lotter had never used the word kerfuffle before. It felt airy in his mouth, like bubbles in a glass of champagne.

Having satisfied himself that the pair had no idea an attack was imminent, Lotter drew his weapon. Clayton followed. Their guns were equipped with state-of-the-art, whisper-quiet silencers, smuggled into the Territories by secessionist sympathizers in the E.S.S. The high-tech silencers were evidence that the attack was premeditated. Worthy and his mother froze.

“I know it was you,” Lotter told them. “You found out I planned to help Oletto escape, and you sent your men to slaughter mine. Left ’em dead in a van out back.” They tried to protest, but the man who almost never uttered the F-word told them to shut the fuck up. “You hung me out to dry. What did Morson promise you in return?”

Worthy started to rise. Kattenna reached for the bag at her feet. Lotter warned them both not to move. Clearly hoping his guards would storm to the rescue, Worthy made a desperate attempt to forestall the inevitable. Lotter didn’t tell Worthy that his guards, who thought the Grand Inquisitor was worthless, had transferred their allegiance to the Twelfth, the demigod Worthy himself invented. The few who hadn’t crossed over had been taken care of.

“Where were you planning to take the seedling?” Worthy asked.

Lotter smiled. “Wasn’t only one seedling,” he said. “I’ve got two. Jellybean, my female Wingchild, was snatched by Clayton here, who posed as one of Morson’s drivers. Thought you two would’ve figured that out by now.”

He had to hand it to Diviner Virago. The old cow was still determined to play chess. She plastered a look of ecstasy across her face and exclaimed, “But that’s wonderful! Don’t you see, Fester? We have two Wingchildren now.” The old woman’s use of the pronoun we amused Lotter, as did the fact that she’d called her son by his given name, a clear indication she was terrified. “We thought Morson had your other Mule, which gave us less room to bargain, less leverage. Otherwise, we would never have taken such drastic steps. Morson was on the verge of uncovering everything. You should have told us you held all the cards, isn’t that right, Fester?”

As usual, Worthy took his cue from his mother. “Amazing work, Lord Commander,” he agreed. “So we have both of them now?”

“Yes, we do,” Lotter said, as he looked from one to the other. Worthy inched toward his desk. “I wouldn’t get any closer to that panic button if I were you,” Lotter said.

“It was him! Sessill!” Worthy cried. “He threatened us. We were under duress!”

Lotter snorted disdainfully. “Hear that? They were under duress, Clayton.”

“I heard ’em, sir,” Clayton replied. “Seems unlikely to me.”

“How about I tell you what happened?” Lotter said. “You two decided it was better to rat on me and reap a reward from Morson than stick to our alliance.”

They swore they hadn’t told Morson he was involved. They warned him that Morson, threatened by Lotter’s popularity, wanted him dead, and implied that his attachment to his seedling had clouded his judgment. “You’ll thank us when you’ve cooled down,” Kattenna said.

Lotter raised his hand to silence them. “One more revelation to go. I’ve been saving it for a pivotal moment like this. It concerns Zebadiah, the twin you loved best, Kattenna, who was killed in The Margins.” She got very still. “You’ll be interested to learn there were two killers who massacred Zeb and his men. The first was an Englishman named Lucas Dyson. Goes by Lucky Dyce. I tried to kill him myself, but the idiot Zyko hired screwed it up.”

Kattenna clutched at straws. “You tried to have Zeb’s murderer killed? That means a great deal to us, doesn’t it, Fester?”

“You misunderstand me, Kat. I didn’t try to kill him for your son’s sake. I always hated Zeb. That ridiculous moustache he combed in public. Little hairs got everywhere. Those dyed black hairs of his looked vaguely pubic. I tried to have Dyson killed because he betrayed me. Served as my lieutenant on the 437th. Turns out he was a Friend of Freedom all along. A betrayal like that is unforgiveable. But here’s the craziest part. Guess who the other killer was?”

Mother and son looked at each other. Kattenna gasped. “Not Morson?”

“Nope,” Lotter replied. “But that’s a good guess. Morson hated the sonuvabitch almost as much as I did. Zeb’s other killer was—wait for it—my seedling. That’s right. Jellybean Lottermule, who has been spirited to safety by the second rescue party I dispatched after you slaughtered the first one. By the way, your thugs missed one of my men in the first rescue party. Careless.”

Kattenna jumped up, her face almost as red as her son’s robes. “You’re lying!” she cried.

“I wish I could say I had a hand in Zebadiah’s demise, but it was just Lucky.” Lotter chuckled at the witticism. Clayton joined in.

Lotter went on: “Poor Zeb was on fire when Lucky shot him in the back. The body was delivered here for burial, so you’ll know if this is an accurate description of his injuries.”

“You bastard!” Kattenna shrieked. “You’ll burn in hell for this!”

“I’ll burn in hell for a lot of things, Kattenna. But I doubt this will be one of them.”

Lotter took the opportunity to impart a lesson to his Hybrid. “War always comes down to a game of chicken, Clayton. Look at these two. In the end they chickened out of our agreement because they thought Morson held more aces than I did, and they wanted to continue to pull the strings. Look at the SuperStates. See how easily they capitulated to Morson’s ridiculous proclamation. The SuperStates’ Alliance is sick of conflict, so they chickened out of their own self-righteousness. The SuperStates’ lack of resolve is what makes the Territories possible.”

Lotter looked from mother to son. They stared at him with abject terror in their eyes. He’d dreamed of seeing that look on their faces for a long time. “Cluck, cluck,” he said.

Lotter took out Worthy first. Like a mother half her age, Kattenna flung herself down on the floor and gathered her dead son in her arms. The honesty of her emotions fascinated Lotter, who watched her sob for a full thirty seconds before he turned to Clayton and said, “Kill it.”

“My pleasure, sir.”

Clayton’s shot to the diviner’s head was quick and clean. Afterwards, Clayton said, “Think the bitch’ll go to heaven, sir? What with her being a diviner, I mean.” The killers laughed at the joke like equals.

Lotter and his True Hybrid called in their men to get rid of the bodies and make the attack look like a break-in. Lotter stole a few papers from Worthy’s desk, a couple of drives, a ledger, and Kattenna’s bag. He’d look forward to going through the infamous bag at his leisure.

Seventeen-plus hours later, as he sits next to Morson in the Premier’s Box, Lotter is still antsy. After he sent another rescue party on the heels of the first, Clayton offered to check they got out safely. A message from the Hybrid confirmed that Oletto and the others had escaped. He wrote saying he would follow them for a while to make sure. They’ll be in the E.S.S. by now. So Lotter doesn’t know why he has this nagging feeling he’s missed something important.

He watches the coop battle rage. Though they are outnumbered, the fleeters are putting up more resistance than anticipated. Only one of theirs killed so far to four Hell’s Yells (two of the steaders’ brawniest stars dead, two severely injured). Seems the rigged equipment hasn’t made up for the Dreamfleeters’ superior talent in the cage.

But things are looking up. The Pterodactyl is about to be the next casualty. Up on the high welkin platform near the dome at the top of the cage, Tiro is surrounded by Hell’s Yells. They howl their victory yodels to the crowd—a signal they’re about to finish him off. Lotter never liked Tiro Williamsmule, but he’s a wizard in the coop. His stellar performance has resulted in him winning over a sizeable minority of the fans, who are now rooting for him.

A trumpet blast ricochets through the arena. Screams of astonishment filter up to the Premier’s Box as fans leap up and point to the dome. The lights in the arena dim. Spotlights are trained on the other side of the welkin platform. Forty thousand fans inhale at the same time.

Lotter looks up, too, and sees the nightmare he risked everything to avoid.

Morson places a hand on Lotter’s arm and leans in. “You tried to betray me, Dale, but my men bested yours—twice. My guess is Kattenna and Worthy are dead. At your hands, I presume. Worthy’s office has been ransacked. No bodies, but bloodstains everywhere. But then you know that, don’t you? They didn’t betray you, by the way. But I know they singled you out as my replacement, and I couldn’t stomach having a filthy seed-lover and Avian enthusiast, not to mention a science-loving drug-sop—take over the Territories. For your heinous crimes, I find you guilty. After the game, you will be quietly and discreetly executed.”

Lotter attempts to rise. Hands are placed on his shoulders by men stationed behind him.

“Don’t make a scene, Dale,” Morson says. “It will all be over soon enough. By the way, in exchange for a passport, your True Hybrid has been very helpful. Clayton arrived safely in the E.S.S. hours ago. It seems as if everyone, except for poor Worthy and Kattenna, has outwitted you, you arrogant sonuvabitch.”

For the first time in his life, Lotter felt a wellspring of admiration rise up in him for Clay. He’d been outplayed by the seedling he despised.

“But first, Lord Commander,” Morson continued, “I want you to witness the destruction of the Scourge. Your other mutant is very cute, I grant you. I intend to have some fun with him. I was robbed, you see. I never got to deep search the Existential because you whisked her away. Does it trouble you, Dale, that you have sired not one but two Unnatural seeds? What does this say about you?”

Morson stands up. As the crowd roars, he moves to the podium. The gong sounds for a pause in the battle. The fans fall silent.

“Citizens of Armistice, I give you not one but two Wingchildren!” The fans roar. “Our One True Text tells us that the female winged Scourge poses an existential threat to the Territories and must therefore be destroyed. Both of these botanical mutants were sired by Lord Commander Lotter.” Manic cheers from Lotter’s fanatical fans catch Morson by surprise. He glares behind him as if Lotter’s the one cheering, but he recovers quickly. “Depending on how he performs tonight, the younger mutant may yet be granted a reprieve so we can study his deformity and prevent this hideous threat in the future. And believe me, noble Armorers, this is not the only surprise I have in store for you tonight.”

Morson returns to his seat and leans in again. “I should inform you that your second rescue party met the same fate as the first.” He chuckled. “Turns out there was a third rescue party, believe it or not. The Friends of Freedom got in on the act. A pathetic bunch of seeds, way out of their league. My men made quick work of them. I tell you, Dale,” he crows, “if that’s all the resistance I’ve got to worry about, I’m sitting in the catbird seat.”

The whole time Morson has been speaking, Lotter hasn’t taken his eyes off the welkin platform near the dome of the coop where Oletto and Jellybean stand, wings unfurled.

His two seedlings are thrust onto all twelve of the mega screens positioned around the arena. Their wings shimmer in the spotlights like purple rain.

Oletto spots his father-man in the Premier’s Box and waves to him as if it’s all a game.

And that’s the moment when the Lord Commander realizes he has nothing left to lose.



Lucky has never encountered anyone as stubborn as Afarra (except Ji-ji, of course). After they touched down in Boston, Afarra announced, out of the blue, that she and Circus were heading to Armistice with him to rescue Elly, Tiro, and the Dream Master.

Lucky asked what she thought a Pomeranian the size of a squirrel could do in Armistice.

“Circus can trip folks up,” she declared. She described how he’d thwarted Tiro’s attempts to catch up with her on the National Mall. “Or he can rescue with his nose—nudge a knife so I cut my wrists loosened from the ropes an’ escape. Circus is super bravest even if he’s scared.”

Lucky tried again to reason with her. He emphasized how dangerous it would be. Told her she’d get killed, or worse.

“How it can be worse than dead?” she argued. “That is the most stupidest argument.”

To knock some sense into her, Lucky said, “What Chaff Man did to you in that shed was way worse than being dead. That’s what those sons of bitches do to Serverseeds in Armistice.”

Afarra’s face caved in, and Lucky immediately regretted saying it.

Yet even then, she wouldn’t give up. “You are cutting my heart out if you go without me to Armistice! I am being dead all over! Like this!” She flung herself on the ground right there on the tarmac and lay there like a starfish. She opened her eyes wide and stared up at the sky. She had the wizard’s Seeing Eyes round her neck, and her hair was as wild as Uncle Dreg’s on his Death Day. The girl looked like a total nutter.

“I am the Owl,” she said, melodramatically. She placed Circus on her chest, then she fake-flung him to one side. The Pomeranian thought it was a game. He didn’t know he was a stand-in for her excised heart. “See?” Afarra said. “You rip my heart out! Elly is trying the same trick when she flies away with Circus to kill him an’ save me an’ Norville. But she doesn’t do it cos Elly is way nicer than you, Lucky Big Bastard Dyce! Englishmen is evil. They like to rip your heart out, isn’t it?”

Afarra won, hands down. The only victory Lucky could claim was convincing her to leave Circus behind with Ben, who came with little Zyla to the airport to take Afarra to safety.

Lucky nearly lost it again when Ben broke the news that Germaine—someone he loved like an older sister—already left for Armistice.

“You’re joking! And you let her go!” Lucky yelled. “Why? She’s a mother!”

Afarra smacked Lucky on the arm. “Why do you think, dumbass?” she said. “The reason is cos Germaine wants to save Elly an’ the others. Like me.”

Of course she does, Lucky thought, coming to his senses. She’s the best female flyer the Dreamfleet has ever seen. He apologized to Ben and blamed his outburst on the aftereffects of the tranquilizer. He and Ben hugged it out, but he still wished he’d kept his mouth shut.

Getting to Armistice turned out to be the easy part. The Friends of Freedom in the E.S.S. had procured tickets to the battle for nearly a thousand Friends. After the call went out for reinforcements, hundreds more Reunionist Freedom fighters made their way to the Father-City independently. Lucky and Afarra ran into fighters from both SuperStates, from Liberty Independents like Atlanta and Nashville, and some fighters from the Unaligned Territories. Those they ran into said the SuperStates’ leadership may have given up on Reunification but the people hadn’t. There were rumors large groups of fighters from all over the world had responded to the call. If that was true, Lucky hoped Titus Greene would soon be among them. They could certainly use a savvy fighter like him right now.

The Freedom fighters journeyed by car, truck, and rail determined to aid in the Rising. There were only a handful of commercial flights to Armistice, but a few Friends of Freedom, including Lucky and Afarra, snagged seats on cargo planes. Lucky was tempted to tell the other volunteers how formidable the city’s military capabilities were. Their cardinal soldiers shot to kill; the city’s surveillance systems were state of the art despite the steaders’ professed hatred of technology; and, worst of all, most of their seed population was caged at night, so good luck finding enough locals to help with this so-called Rising. Eventually, being British, he felt obliged to share his expertise. Being Americans, they listened, then proceeded to ignore him completely.

With help from some of his old contacts, Lucky and Afarra find themselves in the bowels of the Armory with the game about to begin. Afarra sees how fragile Lucky is. Every so often, she pats his arm the way she used to pat Norville’s head. She’s very optimistic about their chances. He puts it down to the wizard’s Seeing Eyes and wishes he could borrow them.

The guide who was recommended by one of Lucky’s contacts to help them navigate the Armory Coop—one of the few places in the city Lucky is unfamiliar with—is a petite Latin man who says they can call him J.M. He leads them through a labyrinth of tunnels and underground corridors till they reach a utility room. He ushers them into a large, drafty space filled with generators and other weird-looking equipment Lucky can’t identify. He tells them they are near the section of the coop that lies beneath the center ring.

“Scrumptious,” Afarra says, a word she likes to use for excellent. “I am in the underbelly of the Dream when me an’ Elly save the day with Muckmock. We are very good in low places.”

J.M. looks confused, but he smiles at her kindly and nods.

Afarra moves off to see if she can hear the band better on the other side of the room.

“Guess I’ll leave you, Friend,” J.M. says to Lucky. “Not sure why you came down here, but I wish you luck. We certainly need it tonight, I think.”

“Hey,” Lucky says, “people are saying the Wingchild isn’t flying tonight. Know why?”

The man hesitates, then says, sadly, “They say she died in the Decipula prison.”

Lucky emits a sound he didn’t know his throat could make. Afarra comes running back.

“I’m sorry,” the man says. “I do not mean to upset you. You know the Wingchild?” Lucky nods. The man hesitates again. “Listen,” he says. “It may not be true she is dead. I am a guard in the Decipula. The Wingchild was not there. They said she was, but she was not.”

“Elly is not dead,” Afarra states. She unzips her jacket and pulls out the Seeing Eyes.

The man crosses himself. “What is this hocus-pocus thing?”

“His Eyes,” Afarra says. “Yes, they are very hocus-pocus. Listen.” She holds the necklace up to J.M.’s ears. He leaps back as if they burnt him.

“Calm down, man,” Lucky says. “The necklace doesn’t bite.”

“It belongs to the wizard,” Afarra says, before Lucky can stop her.

The man crosses himself again. “Prophet Dreg? Those are his Eyes?”

“Not literally,” Lucky jokes, “being wooden and painted. But they belonged to him.”

The man stares at them open-mouthed. “Amazing!” he says.

It’s clear J.M. is struggling to find the right words: “Prophet Dreg was a good man. It is not easy to be good in this world. If you were friends of his, you two must be good people also.”

He pulls them closer and whispers, “During the second half of the match, the steaders will use two ape-men they capture in The Margins. I overhear their handlers talking. The center ring will open, and the poor creatures will rise. Then their chains release. A surprise for the Dreamfleet. But these creatures are not vicious mutants. One of them I know for years.”

To the man’s surprise, Afarra throws herself into his arms. “You are Juan Monteverdi! Drol’s friend who teach him when he is a prisoner! Drol is my special friend. I am thinking he dies in Dimmers, but it’s a lie! Muckmock is the other one with him. We find Muckmock in D.C. Drol is not in the D.C. coop battle in the Dream to save us, but Muckmock is there, so he saves.”

Afarra starts in on her happy dance. Not the best way to convince your stunned guide you’re not barmy. Lucky tells Afarra to calm down. She glares at him, but she stops dancing. Lucky has to admit he feels a lot like dancing himself.

“If Drol lives,” Lucky says, “Man Cryday could be alive as well.” Afarra cheers.

A flabbergasted Juan finds his voice at last and asks, “How is it you know my name? Man Cryday, the famous tree witch? How is it you two know everyone?”

Afarra is ecstatic. “Now the best Wildmen in the universe are on our team! Hooray!”

Juan points out that it would be a good idea to let them know this. “The other one—Muckmock, you say—he has not spoken. Drol says the other one is very angry after they kill his friends and the trees. Muckmock would not even allow Drol to tell me his name. He does not trust people. I do not blame him. I can take you to them if we can sneak past the guards.”

Lucky taps his gun. “If we can’t, I got this.”

Juan shakes his head. “I am a disciple of the Reverend Dreamer King. I will not kill unless there is no other choice.”

“No problem,” Lucky says. Just what we need right now, he thinks. A bloody pacifist.

Yet Juan has given Lucky a sliver of hope—a sliver so thin he can see right through it to the horror on the other side. Even so, he counts his blessings: Man Cryday may be alive; Drol and Muckmock certainly are. And although their motley band of fighters may look like refugees from a Marx Brothers movie, they are in possession of a number of other riches. They have a gun in the hands of a cynical Brit with sniper training, an Ant Whisperer with uncanny capabilities, the wizard’s magic necklace of Seeing Eyes, a pacifist guard who knows his way around the coop, and (if all goes well and the ape-men don’t tear them to pieces) two towering Wildmen worth ten Hell’s Yells apiece. Most of all, Ji-ji may still be alive.

A slow drumbeat above them. The arena trembles as tens of thousands of steaders stomp their feet and chant two monosyllabic words over and over again: “HELL’S YELLS! HELL’S YELLS!” Other fans perform the infamous Yodel Yell, moving back and forth between a falsetto and a lower register. The yodel culminates in a ferocious growl that lasts far too long.

“The game—it begins,” Juan says.

“Those fans sound demented,” Lucky says. “I thought Drol and Muckmock were meant to be the savage Wildmen. What the hell is wrong with you people on this side of the pond?”

Juan looks at his new allies. “I think it is time to wake the dream, Friends,” he says.

Afarra’s voice deepens into something outraged. It’s still her voice, but it’s the wizard’s too. “You are mistaken, Juan Monteverdi—though you are a good man in possession of three necessary names we encountered before in our journey. We are the ones who have been sleeping. The dream has been awake all along. And now, like us, it is very, very mad!”



Aisha and Man Cryday led the way through the fog. Everything went right till it didn’t.

Ji-ji turned her head, and there was Sloppy.

“Thought I’d check on you and the little Wingchild,” Sloppy said. “Why you so jumpy? Don’t worry. You should see those three in action. Started a riot, they did. It was beautiful. I got to Freedom fight at last. Been itching to take up the cause. Killed a steader sonuvabitch.”

Aisha, a few feet ahead of them, turned and said, “She offed a few trees an’ shrubs too.”

Man Cryday glared back at Sloppy and shook her head.

Offended, Sloppy whispered, “Those two old crones look like a couple of Deviants to me. You see that kiss back there? Now they’re holding hands. Guess we should count ourselves lucky we got all this fog.”

“What’s wrong with you?” Ji-ji asked her. “Why you always gotta be so mean? An’ why did you treat Afarra like she was dirt?”

“Treat her like dirt! Huh! I was the one helped her escape. Sent Circus on a mission to assist her. I always had a soft spot for the Cloth. Hey, Jellybean. Put in a good word for me with Aisha for old times’ sake? She’s got the wrong end of the stick cos of how you maligned me.”

“I got a knife in my pocket,” Ji-ji told her. Bonbon held her hand on her other side, so she was careful to speak too softly for him to hear her. “I’m good with knives.”

Sloppy didn’t get her gist. “It’s always good for fighters like us to be armed an’ ready.” Sloppy hesitated for a moment, then added, “Norton’s got one of my guns. Aisha asked the witch to carry the other. My guns are heavy as shit is why she did that. Can the seedling fly for real?”

Bonbon heard her. “Yes,” he said. “I fly for real, and I fly in my dreamings all the time.”

“Cute, ain’t he?” Sloppy said.

“Fuck off, Sloppy,” Ji-ji said.

“Okay, Miss Happy-Go-Lively. But I got friends in high places, so bear that in mind.”

She fell back behind them. Sloppy didn’t spook Ji-ji, but the fog did. It flung her back to the bungled raid on Planting 437. It had been foggy then too, and look what happened. Who was it who said, “We can’t see them, but they can’t see us either.” She couldn’t remember. But at least the surveillance cameras were unlikely to see them in the dense fog.

They’d hurried to the far end of the enormous garden and followed the wall for what seemed like miles. She kept Bonbon on her right, away from the wall so he wouldn’t accidentally touch it and get electrified. Bonbon was sad to leave his gilded cage, sadder still to leave Lotter and Clay. He asked Ji-ji when he’d see his family again. Ji-ji wanted to warn him that something vital in Lotter was missing. She wanted to tell him Clay wasn’t someone he could trust either. He’d betray you in an instant if it gave him advantage. Instead she said, “Stay quiet as a mouse, Bonbon, till we make it out of the city, okay?”

At the far end of the walled garden, they exited through an iron gate.

Sloppy scooted up to Ji-ji again and said, “We deactivated it to get in an’ rescue you. No hard feelings, eh, Jellybean? Ji-ji, I mean. How about we forgive each other our trespasses an’ start over? Think you can carry me on your back if the shit hits the fan?”

So that was what she wanted, a ride. Fat chance. Though Ji-ji had put on her flight bra before they left, she still had no idea if her wings would function. If they did, Sloppy would be the last person she’d snatch up as she took off. As they exited the garden through the gate, however, she felt her wing-roots pulse on either side of her spine. She told Man Cryday her back seemed to be waking up again.

“You see, child,” Man Cryday said. “Vitality and need are often intertwined.”

Their attackers leapt out of the fog so suddenly Ji-ji barely had time to push Bonbon behind her.

Aisha shot one man; Man Cryday shot another. Sister Irmalene wielded her kitchen knife. Ji-ji fumbled around in her pocket for her paring knife, but she was clutching Bonbon and the knife slipped out of her fingers.

“Run!” Aisha cried.

“Fly!” Man Cryday shouted to Ji-ji.

“Go!” Sister Irmalene cried, wielding her kitchen knife. She pushed Sister Yasmee away. “We’ll fight them off!”

“Are you nuts, Sister?” Aisha told her. “That knife is a joke! Run!”

Ji-ji willed her back to unfurl. Nothing!

Prayjon threw a grenade. It exploded, giving the group time to find cover behind a shed. Aisha and Man Cryday checked to see if everyone had made it. They had.

“Everyone stay real quiet,” Aisha said. “They’re blind as we are in this fog.”

“I count six alive, two dead,” Norton whispered. “What you got, brother?”

“I count eight alive, two dead, one down,” Pryajon replied, breathless. “I got two with that grenade.”

“Didn’t see you catch a one,” Norton said. “Auntie an’ Man got the kills. How many grenades you got left?”

“Six.”

“Goddammit, brother! Six ain’t near enough.”

“I know,” Prayjon said. “Used up a whole bunch during the riots.” He hoisted the bazooka onto his shoulder. “S’why I brought this little beauty.”

Aisha addressed the group as loudly as she dared: “Everyone start running on my order.”

“But we got a bazooka,” Sloppy argued. “How ’bout we stay here a while?”

“Bazooka’s a salvage,” Aisha said. “Could kill as many of us as it does them.”

Sloppy saw them first—another man or group of men shooting at the first group. “Look!” she cried. “They’re shooting at each other!”

“What the hell is going on?” Prayjon said, bazooka at the ready.

“Who cares?” Man Cryday said. “We must get them out of here! Ji-ji, take the lead.”

But already Sloppy had jumped ahead.

They ran through the fog in the opposite direction to the shooting. They tried to stay together, but the fog made it impossible.

Bonbon’s little hand was in Ji-ji’s hand … and then it wasn’t.

Ji-ji screamed his name, but it was no use. The fog and the dark had taken him!

“Bonbon’s gone!” Ji-ji cried. “They took him!”

Man Cryday’s voice came up behind her: “Who did?”

“I don’t know! He was there, an’ then he wasn’t! Bonbon! Bonbon!”

Man Cryday was facing Ji-ji when the bullet struck her in the back. She fell forward into Ji-ji’s arms. Aisha rushed over to help break her fall.

“No!” Aisha cried. “Don’t you dare die on me, witch! Don’t you dare!”

Ji-ji sat in the fog and cradled Man Cryday in her arms. Aisha held Man Cryday’s hand.

“Go,” Man Cryday urged, her voice raspy and so soft they had to lean down to hear her. “Find Bonbon. Stay with him. You’re ready. You understand, Ji-ji? Stay … with the little one.”

“DimDim’s waiting for you, hon,” Aisha said. “He always was an’ always will be.”

“Yes! I see him, Aish!” Man Cryday reached out with her arm and smiled. “Seems like Dregulahmo was right. That crazy albino always could fly like a bird!”

The Gardener of Tears took one deep breath like someone diving underwater. She kept staring, her eyes wide open, as if she planned to watch DimDim fly all the way to the moon.

Shots! A grenade exploding! Someone screamed. “We gotta get out of here,” Aisha said.

Sloppy appeared out of the fog, gasping for breath, eyes wild. Looked like she was covered in blood. “Blood’s not mine,” she said. “Belongs to the sister. That young one, Yasmee. They shot her head clean off. This is all her.”

“Jesus!” Aisha said.

“Is she dead, the witch?” Sloppy asked. “I saw a movie ’bout that once. Little people were laughing cos the witch was dead. Ha-ha!”

Ji-ji kissed Man Cryday on the forehead and said, “I’m sorry, Man Cryday. I never told you how beautiful you are to me.”

“There’s a song in the movie,” Sloppy said. “I forget how it goes.”

“You’re in shock, Delilah,” Aisha said. “C’mon, Ji-ji, we gotta go!” Aisha grabbed hold of Ji-ji’s hand and pried her away from Man Cryday. “Help me get her outta here, Delilah.”

An explosion not far from where they stood made them all jump. Men shooting at each other in the fog. Impossible to see who was doing what to whom.

“Where’s the older sister?” Sloppy asked. “Young nun’s dead—I tell you that? They shot her head off. You seen Prayjon with the bazooka? He’d be a good one to find.”

Aisha held out her other hand and said, “I’ll get you girls to safety.”

“Gotta go!” Sloppy said, suddenly. “I’m in a goddam hurry!” She turned and ran headlong into a man who’d crept up on them through the fog. She kicked him and spat.

The man yelled in her face: “Shut up, you sleepy-eyed cunt! We’re not even looking for you. Where’s the Wingchild and the other one?”

Sloppy stopped writhing and pointed behind her at Ji-ji. At that moment, Sister Irmalene charged through the fog and slashed at Sloppy’s attacker with her bread knife.

Aisha pulled Ji-ji away. “Come, Ji-ji. Quick! Delilah, follow us!”

They ran blindly through the fog.

Ji-ji, thinking about Man Cryday’s wide-open eyes, didn’t know when the three of them got separated.

She heard a shot, then voices in the distance but she didn’t know where they came from.

The fog, the loss of Bonbon, and Man Cryday’s wide-open eyes had torn her heart out.

She was trying to get her bearings when men’s hands reached through the fog and grabbed her. She tried to unfurl but she heard voices whisper, “Wait! Wait! Not now, Wingchild!” She thought she recognized the voices. They belonged to Man Cryday and Uncle Dreg. She looked around frantically. Would they appear through the fog as Dimmer ghosts? No. She was on her own. The dead weren’t coming to save her. No one was.

One of the men flung her over his back and sprinted to a waiting van. He threw her in, slammed the rear door, and banged on it. “We got ’em both!” he cried. “GO!”

She was about to scream bloody murder when she saw a small figure huddled on the floor of the van. She burst into tears. With a squeal of the tires, the van sped up. Ji-ji crawled back to where Bonbon cowered with his hands over his eyes.

“It’s me, Bonbon,” she cried. She pulled his hands away from his eyes as gently as the speeding van allowed. “I’m here. Don’t be scared. They won’t hurt you.”

Bonbon peered at her through his fingers. “Man Cryday’s dead. I saw it here. In my head. I loved her very much. If they kill the others, will Man Cryday look after them?”

“Oh yes, sweet thing. She’s Man Cryday. She can do anything.”

“If she can do anything, how come she left us?”

“She didn’t,” Ji-ji replied, as the van rocked back and forth. “She left you with me. I get to take care of you now. I’ve dreamed of doing that for ages.”

“Okay,” Bonbon said. “It’s very late in the night. Can I sleep now?”

“Yeah, you sleep, baby. I’ll be here when you wake up.”

In the urgent, post-traumatic present, she and Bonbon stand on the welkin platform as tens of thousands of fans stare up at them. With guns trained on them, they were ordered to unfurl, so Ji-ji told Bonbon they had to do it.

She had no idea if her wings would comply, but they opened immediately. Bonbon, thrilled to be up so high, copied her.

With eyes as abnormally sharp as his sister’s, Bonbon spots Lotter in the Premier’s Box. “Look!” he cries. “It’s Father-Man! See?” Bonbon waves.

“Yeah, I see him.”

“Is this a game?” Bonbon says.

“In a way,” Ji-ji replies.

“So Father-Man won’t be mad I broke my promise an’ unfurled?”

“No, baby. He won’t be mad.”

“Don’t be scared,” Bonbon says. He slips his small hand in hers. “I’ll take care of you.”

“I know, little bird. That’s what scares me.”

Way down in the center ring below, Ji-ji sees X-Clamation’s broken body. Not far from his corpse, a woman, hidden from Ji-ji’s view, screams for vengeance. Re-Router, Ji-ji thinks. Must be.

Directly across from them on the high welkin platform, Tiro is in trouble. Amadeus and Tree rush to help him. Ji-ji sees they’re being lured into a trap!

“Stay here, Bonbon. Whatever happens, do NOT come after me.”

The Wingchild kisses her little brother on the cheek and takes off like a harpy.






30 BIRDS OF PARADISE


The cage may be theirs, but the air was hers to claim. It didn’t occur to Ji-ji her wings may not function. She knew they would. The moment she took off, flight was who she was.

As she flew across to the far side of the high welkin platform where Tiro lay injured, time slowed to a crawl. The faster she flew, the slower those around her seemed to move. On land, she’d run faster than anyone on the planting. But the pace she was accustomed to as a runner didn’t begin to compare with her marvelous velocity in the air. She prayed Lotter was right that the cardinal snipers, hidden in various nooks around the Armory Coop, would be firing blanks till much later in the match. For now, she was more valuable to them alive than dead. This game was being broadcast to the Disunited States and beyond. You can’t charge a pretty penny for violence unless it’s coupled with spectacle and suspense.

She didn’t hear the thousands of spectators far below, didn’t know that some of those who voiced their support were Freedom fighters. She barely heard the brass band’s bellicose Territorial Anthem, played at key moments to distract visiting teams. What she heard instead was the whisper-flap of her wings as she swooped over to where Tiro, crumpled over, his head bloody, shouted, “Go back, Ji!” Not a chance.

Her wings switched from a high-speed, hawk-like configuration to a more maneuverable elliptical one as she flew into position. A whir at her back as she hummingbirded herself into a hover. Her wings etched figure eights into the air. She viewed everything at more frames per second than she ever had before. Impossible for her vision to be binocular and monocular, yet it seemed to her as if she switched between the two—binocular vision for depth perception, monocular vision for a viewing field so wide she barely needed to turn her head. And the colors! She hadn’t known how variegated gold and black could be on a Dreamfleet flying suit. Objects that before would have been in impenetrable shadow were visible, their subtle shades bright.

Four Hell’s Yells in the team’s signature crimson-and-white livery advanced along the metal welkin platform, which was anchored to the upper circumference of the cage. To Ji-ji, the flyers’ movements were laborious, as if they trudged around the cage in slow motion, like scuba divers on the ocean floor. Tiro was too high up for the spectators to see him clearly, so his image was thrust onto the twelve fifty-foot screens positioned around the coop’s curved walls.

The Yells launched into their notorious battle cry. The kill instinct was distilled into something audible—the Yells’ perversion of the melodic yodel. Yodels themselves were beautiful, but the Yells’ distortion of the falsetto oscillations, combined with the grunts, growls, and shrieks they inserted, produced a savage, dissonant sound.

Ji-ji didn’t let it distract her. Only a few minutes till halftime. The Yells would want to end the half on a boastful note. If they took down the Pterodactyl, there would be huge bonuses and lifetime bragging rights for each player. But for every seed in the Territories, there was much more at stake. If the Dreamfleet lost tonight, the SuperStates, the Friends of Freedom, and their allies would surrender the advantage the raids had given them. The Rising would be over.

Ji-ji scanned the coop. From the tiniest body movements, she could predict the arc, force, and thrust of the Yells’ spears, axes, and swords. Her wingspan allowed her to extend her reach along either side of the platform where Tiro lay. Ji-ji swiped at two Yells as they rushed to finish him off. The force exerted by her wings shocked her almost as much as it did them. Caught unawares, the flyers stumbled backward and slammed into the bars of the cage. One was knocked out. Another was tossed over the platform railing. He grabbed the rail on the way down and stopped himself from plummeting to his death. A third Yell made a speedy retreat down the cage’s Great Ladder only to be met by Laughing Tree, Amadeus, and Germaine. Tree took the Yell down with a thrust of his sword. But the threat wasn’t over. Mad Marvin, the last of the Hell’s Yells who’d climbed up to the welkin to ambush Tiro, sprinted down the platform, his spear raised above his head, shrieking the Yells’ battle cry as he came.

Ji-ji opened her arms wide and shouted, “Trust me, Tiro! We can do this!”

Tiro leapt across the void and flung his arms around her neck. “I’m too heavy!” he cried.

“No, you’re not! Wrap your legs around me. That’s it.”

Mad Marvin unleashed his spear. Instinctively, Ji-ji dodged to the left. The spear missed them. Fans taunted, “Air spear! Air spear!” But their taunts turned to cries of alarm as the spear sailed across the cage and slid cleanly through the bars. On the big screens, a close-up of the man nicked by Marvin’s wayward spear. He showed his bloodied arm to fans and pointed to a man behind him who would have been impaled had he not scooted over in his seat at the last moment.

Egged on by the team’s Booster Whips—armed bullies paid by the team owners to whip fans into a frenzy—the spectators stomped their feet, timing their stomps to the words they yelled: “KILL THE MUTANT!” Some of the fans prepared to risk the wrath of the whips cried: “FLY, WINGCHILD, FLY!” A small but vocal group of Reunionist sympathizers dared to revive the graffiti on the walls of the Decipula. Their heretical chant rippled through the cheap seats: “THE FREEDOM RACE CAN FLY!” The loudest of these dissenters were ripped from their seats by the whips and led out to jeers from the crowd. Man Cryday had been the first to suggest to Ji-ji that the Freedom Race wasn’t a competition to be won, it was the essence of who her people were. Tonight, Ji-ji knew Man Cryday was right.

She eased Tiro onto a Sojourner’s Sill as far away from any Yells as possible. With hope-ropes and a zip line nearby, Tiro could escape if he had to. She heard a yodel and looked up ready to defend them both. But it wasn’t a Hell’s Yell. It was Marcus Aurelius flying to the rescue at last. Tarzan-like, he swung from hope-rope to hope-rope. To annoy the hell out of the Yells, Marcus yodeled as he came.

Ji-ji wanted to ask the fly-boy where the hell he’d been while his partner lay unprotected, but Marcus charmed her before she could do so. When he landed on the sanctuary ledge, he bowed to her as if she were royalty. His broad grin wasn’t so much a mark of respect to her as it was a middle finger to the Premier’s Box. Ji-ji couldn’t help but smile at his audacity.

Assuming the rules of the game still counted for something, Tiro would be granted a few minutes to recover on the sanctuary ledge. With Marcus standing guard, the pair should make it safely to halftime. Then the Yells and Dreamfleeters would have one hour to lick their wounds and regroup before they had to venture into the cage again for the second half.

Commentator Gil Dunsinane, who’d been struck dumb ever since Ji-ji took to the air, found his voice again. Ji-ji wished he hadn’t. “The Pterodactyl has been rescued by his mutant seedmate,” the Dunce said. “See how the coward retreats to Calhoun’s Boon, the refuge ledge, joined at last by his tardy flying partner. And now for a message from our sponsors.”

Ji-ji noticed that Amadeus and Germaine had raced back down to the cage floor. They’d positioned themselves at the only entrance flyers were permitted to use, ready to challenge the Hell’s Yells sent in as substitutes. The entrance was a choke point. They could prevent the Yells from entering the cage, or at least delay them. If they succeeded, Tree, Re-Router, Tiro, and Marcus would survive till halftime. But the odds were against them. Seven Yells—or more—could storm in at any moment. For Amadeus and Germaine, it was a suicide mission.

Fans had caught on to how brazenly the game was tilted in favor of the home team. They knew the game would be rigged, of course. It always was in the Armory, one of the reasons why they struggled to get the league’s flyer-battler teams to compete there. But fans had underestimated the degree to which players would flout the rules. Indignant, they railed against the twelve judges who’d ignored the avalanche of violations. In their hoods and robes, their faces totally obscured, the judges remained impervious to the protests.

Ji-ji flew over to Amadeus and Germaine. As soon as she touched down, Amadeus urged her to return to the main cage. “It’s good to see you’re okay, Ji-ji. But Germaine and I have got this. You need to fly for all of us, kid. Fly for the Freedom Race.”

“If you make it and I don’t,” Germaine told her, “tell Ben and little Zyla they’ll always be my angels. Amadeus is right. You’re in your element up there. Go fly!”

Ji-ji glanced up at the play clock. Only four minutes till halftime. “If you’re in trouble,” she cried, “I’m coming back. You can’t stop me!”

“Wati!” Amadeus cried. He rummaged through a nearby weapons chest and handed her a sword. “Here. In case you’re foolish enough to return.” She didn’t mention she was a hopeless swordsperson. She merely thanked him and took off again.

With the razor-sharp sword held awkwardly in her hand, Ji-ji flew over to the other side of the gigantic fly cage where a grief-stricken Re-Router dragged her flying partner’s corpse across the sawdust center ring. X-Clamation’s gorgeous plumage—his ostrich-feather cloak and his peacock-feather headdress—were ripped and bloody. His torso was bent at a near right angle, his neck lolled grievously to one side. Ji-ji and Bonbon had been led into the arena after X-Clamation fell, so she hadn’t seen what happened.

Ji-ji set herself down by the veteran flyer’s side. “Where you taking him?”

“Where the bastards can’t gawk at him,” Re-Router replied. “They’re taking photos of him all smashed up and bloody. X would be mortified. My fly-boy was pretty goddam vain.”

“I thought the medics came when a flyer—”

“This isn’t the Dream Coop,” Re-Router said, heatedly. “No one’s coming to help, kid.”

“I did,” Ji-ji replied.

“Yeah, guess you did. Wish you’d gotten here sooner. Don’t be fooled. The Armory’s not the Dream. There’s not even a coop conductor for this match. They’re scared he’d play by the rules once in a while. Thought I’d put X in one of the gondolas at the foot of the wheel, retrieve him later.” She looked around the cage. “Looks like the bastards are giving us a chance to take care of this ’fore they try to slaughter us again.”

Ignoring harassment from the whips, many fans began to applaud as the women carried X’s shattered body to a gondola on the Wheel of Misfortune, the largest piece of equipment in the coop. The garish capsule they chose was painted neon red and covered in glitter and mirrors.

“X would like this,” Re-Router said. “Mirrors were his thing, y’know?”

Carefully, the women placed him inside and slid the door closed. The gong sounded for a pause in the fighting while a solo violinist from the Wives-Proper Armory Quartet played a mournful dirge. As it happened, the subs hadn’t entered the cage yet to replace their fallen brothers, so it cost the home team nothing to afford them this courtesy and make it look as if they respected their opponents. A sizeable portion of the crowd rose during the violin solo. Some bowed their heads.

“Huh!” Re-Router said. “Didn’t think any of the bastards in this city gave a damn.”

“X-Clamation was an amazing flyer,” Ji-ji told her. “Even these fans could see it.”

The violinist held a long, anguished note. “X was my best friend for seventeen years,” Re-Router said. “He wasn’t some caricature who pranced around in feathers. He partnered with a female when others wouldn’t, and he lived openly as a gay man knowing he could get killed for it. These past two years changed him. Got beaten up bad. He wasn’t the same after that.”

Ji-ji grabbed Re-Router’s hand and held it tight as Re-Router continued.

“I was the one said we’d never forgive ourselves if we didn’t volunteer for this. X nearly backed out when he realized how fucked-up the game was gonna be. But after Marcus told him about the Invisibles, X decided to go through with it.”

“What about the Invisibles?” Ji-ji asked.

Deep inside her grief, Re-Router didn’t hear her. “X came to help me. That’s how he fell. Got pushed off the Lincoln Logs—or whatever the hell they call ’em here. I sliced the Yeller in half for it.” Re-Router raised her sword and shouted up to the Premier’s Box: “You bastards’ll regret giving us lethal weapons! Watch me chop the balls off every single Yeller in this cage!”

The threat, especially one delivered by a female, was not well received in a coop whose team consisted entirely of fairskin males. The violinist was still playing when the gong sounded early to mark the end of the mourning period.

Ji-ji noticed fans pointing to the dome of the coop. She looked up.

Bonbon was balanced on the rim of the Eagle’s Nest, the highest piece of equipment in the cage. The hundreds of tiny reflective flaps on his wings caught the light in a series of patterns, like lights on a runway, as if they were sending a pilot toward a destination. The ghostly purple light pulsed through the flaps like wind through grass. The composition of the flaps themselves seemed to shift as you looked at them—rigid as glass one second, fluid as water the next. Bonbon’s wings were so large and bright and his body so small and dark it looked as if, at any moment, his wings would take off without him.

Behind Bonbon, on the platform where he’d stood with his sister, cardinal soldiers yelled at him to return. Gil Dunsinane came on over the comm: “Return to the platform, Oletto Lottersmule. It is not your time to perform. Return to the platform, Lottermule.”

“He’ll get killed!” Ji-ji cried. “I told him to stay put!”

“I guess the little bird is human,” Re-Router said. “Like you.”

Ji-ji panicked when she saw what Bonbon was staring at. Laughing Tree had climbed onto one of the gondolas at the apex of the Wheel of Misfortune. He was under attack by a fresh batch of Hell’s Yells. Tree grabbed the wheel’s lever repeatedly and pulled. The enormous wheel was supposed to turn so he could escape to safety, but it remained motionless.

“The wheel’s stuck!” Ji-ji cried.

“It’s not stuck. The bastards in the control booth have shut off the power.”

“But … but how did the subs get up there so fast?”

“Must’ve entered the cage up top while Amadeus and Germaine were guarding below.”

“But that’s not allowed!”

“Oh, honey. The Territories have been way past what’s allowed for decades.”

The Yells stood on the welkin platform a few feet from the gondola on which Tree was balanced. Ji-ji’s stomach flipped when she saw that all three of the men carried axes.

In a mocking, spiteful tone, the Dunce of Armistice asked the spectators, “Is it time to fell the Tree? Is it time to snatch the giant from the Dream?”

Most of the crowd screamed, “YES!” Some shrieked, “NO!” It was irrelevant. In this sick pantomime, Tree was dead already.

But Bonbon didn’t know this. He took off from the nest and made a beeline for Tree.

Ji-ji took off too. She needed thrust and speed. In the confines of the cage, she had to spiral up to the top not shoot up like a rocket. But Bonbon and Laughing Tree didn’t have time for anything except a rocket launch, so she beat her wings as fast as she could and rose up into the heart of the cage. She could make it. She had faith. She would save them both.

The vertical takeoff was excruciating, but she forced herself to keep flapping her wings. She’d pushed too hard, too fast. To prevent herself from stalling, she had to hummingbird in place to gather her strength while all around her in the tiered seats beyond the bars of the cage, thousands of steader fans turned their arms into axes and mimed the kill.

Suddenly, Bonbon was there next to Laughing Tree on the gondola! He flapped his great wings and the Hell’s Yells took cover.

Ji-ji gasped with relief. Bonbon had pushed the Yells away!

Afarra’s chilling words ambushed her: “Tree is living the low life. Who will carry Ink in his nest basket now?” Ji-ji froze. They’d seen all this before. Laughing Tree would be cut down!

Sharp-sighted fans saw the flyer known as Hit Man clamber up out of a gondola close to the top of the wheel. It only took him a few seconds to traverse a section of the great wheel’s steel skeleton and arrive at where the giant balanced on a gondola at the apex of the wheel. The most lethal battler in the Hell’s Yells line-up raised his machete. Ji-ji screamed Tree’s name.

But Hit Man didn’t go for the Tree. He went for the bird.

A sound like glass shattering as the machete ripped through Bonbon’s right wing, slicing it almost in two! Ji-ji felt it as if it was her wing he’d sliced. An excruciating pain unlike any she’d felt before blasted through her right wing. Somehow, Tree grabbed Bonbon with one hand and held him close. With his other hand, he shoved Hit Man off the gondola.

On the way down, Hit Man shrieked. As he passed Ji-ji, he reached out desperately to try to grab onto her. She avoided him easily, pumped her wings, and forced herself upward again.

Way down on the floor of the center ring, a thud when the bastard landed.

Tree was out of time. The axe men were about to make another run at him. He saw Ji-ji rise and threw Bonbon in her direction. Instinctively, Ji-ji threw the sword to him. The Wingchild caught the bird; Tree caught the sword.

With one gigantic slash, Tree swiped his blade across the torsos of all three of the attackers as fans chanted the name of the man who wasn’t dead yet: “Tree! Tree! Tree!”

Laughing Tree pulled the wheel’s lever. This time, with a screech, the great wheel started to move. As Ji-ji flew down to the floor of the cage with Bonbon, Tree rode the Wheel of Misfortune to the same destination. The Dreamfleeters waited for them there.

“Is he dead?” Ji-ji cried, as she furled up her wings.

“No,” Amadeus replied. “He’s breathing.”

The buzzer rang to signal the end of the first half.

Bonbon’s wings were so large it took four fleeters to carry him. Cardinal soldiers rushed toward them, but when Tree raised his sword and said he’d cut them down if they tried to take the boy from his sister, the crowd cheered. The cards received orders through their earpieces and stepped aside. To a mixture of boos and respectful applause, the flyers exited.

By the time they reached the locker room, Ji-ji and Tree didn’t need help carrying Bonbon anymore. His uninjured wing had furled up soon after they exited the cage. His right wing had shriveled to half its size. The entire wing was now the color of a bruise.

They laid Bonbon on an exam bed in the recovery room adjacent to the locker room. Within seconds, the injured portion of his right wing turned into a sticky, putrid glob. It detached itself from the rest and hit the ground with a pitiful plop. A limp, discolored remnant was all that remained of his spectacular right wing.

When Laughing Tree saw what the Wingchild had lost, he bawled like a baby.



In the brief time they had before the second half, after Bonbon had been whisked away for treatment, the flyers huddled in a section of the locker room farthest away from the door. Guards were stationed outside. Getting as far away from them as possible seemed like a good idea when Marcus suggested it. After they’d sat down, Marcus—the only flyer in the group who was upbeat—said he had it on good authority that this section of the locker room wasn’t bugged.

“Look around,” he said. “No cameras. They say Armistice is bankrupt, pretty much. Corruption’s through the roof. The Territories are on the cusp of extinction.”

Ji-ji would never have left Bonbon’s side had it not been for the welcome appearance of Doc Riff, sent to Armistice by the Friends of Freedom in case his skills were needed to treat Ji-ji. She was overcome with relief when she saw the physician she’d known for years. As he’d been forced to do on the planting, the doctor had to wear a Native Indigenous pin in this segregated city. She wondered what other risks he’d taken and indignities he’d suffered for their sake.

Now that the fleeters were gathered, Ji-ji broke the tragic news about Man Cryday as gently as she could. She’d expected Tiro, Amadeus, and Germaine to be upset, but she was surprised to see how sad Tiro was. “I shoulda got to know her better,” he said. “She wasn’t so bad for a witch. An’ I gotta admit, I was pretty annoying.” Marcus joked that he couldn’t understand why Man Cryday hadn’t turned her great-nephew into a frog years ago.

Tiro’s wound had been tended by Armistice physicians who’d vouched he was battle-ready. In reality, everyone knew he was in no state to return to the fly cage. Amadeus suspected some of Tiro’s ribs were fractured. The fly-boy’s head injury concerned the Dream Master even more. Breezily, Marcus told them not to fuss. He’d look out for Tiro, he said.

“What, like you did last time?” Germaine shot back. “Where the hell were you?”

“Chatting with a contact in one of the sniper bays.” They looked at him, stunned. “Gotta have guys on the inside if you wanna turn the tables. Checked in to see how things were going. D.C.’s in open rebellion. An’ guess what, flybys, the dead are on the rise too.”

“The dead?” Tree said. “What are you talking about, man?”

“Oh an’ Tiro, I almost forgot. Your mother’s one of the rabble rousers. Didn’t know that, did you? Tree did though—right, Tree? He encouraged Zaini to do it.”

Tiro stood up too fast. Dizziness made him sit down again. “Encouraged her to do what?” he said, weakly.

“Fight, of course,” Marcus said. “She’s teamed up with a whole bunch of females. They’re sabotaging the grid, hacking into systems, derailing trains—right, Tree?”

Tiro looked as though he was going to throw up. “You told her to do this, Tree?”

“Zaini’s got her own mind. Big Pike’s fighting right alongside her. And Tulip too.”

Tiro was devastated. “Why didn’t you tell me, Tree?”

“Wasn’t my secret to tell. Wasn’t up to Marcus to spill the beans either.”

Ji-ji circled back to what Marcus said before. “What did you mean about the dead?”

Marcus spoke fast. He didn’t try to hide his excitement. “You know they’ve had these rains in D.C., right? Even more flooding than usual. Levees still not finished. Well, guess what the Mall coughed up last night?” There was something lurid in his tone, and no one graced the question with a response. “Corpses! One hundred an’ counting. Remember how there were rumors ’bout a whole bunch of homeless Papers an’ Maulers gone missing? Seems like the steaders buried dozens of ’em right there on the Mall. The Great Divide—that channel the tornado drilled—must’ve come in real handy. Less digging. Then the Mall floods big-time, an’ the dead come out to play.”

“Armistice know about this?” Amadeus asked.

“Sure. Blocked all communication in an’ out of the city when they got word after the match began. Didn’t want the game interrupted. They’re still hoping to claim victory an’ get the SuperStates to leave the status quo intact. Bet the Supers’ll do it too. Power ain’t too keen on rocking the boat. Can’t always predict which sonuvabitch’ll be thrown overboard.”

Laughing Tree told Marcus he needed to speak to him. They moved away from the group. Soon, the two were in a heated argument. They all assumed it was over what Marcus had disclosed about Zaini. Turned out, they were wrong.

Laughing Tree grabbed hold of Marcus and propelled him over to the others. “Tell ’em what you’ve done,” Tree said.

“Re-Router knows already,” Marcus said. “She’s all in.”

“I didn’t say that, Marcus. Don’t make shit up.”

“Fine,” Marcus said. “X was all in. Seeds’ve played by steaders’ rules for way too long.”

“It’s a massacre,” Tree said.

“What are you talking about?” Ji-ji asked. “Is this about Zaini?”

“Hell no!” Laughing Tree exclaimed. “Tell them, you cocky little shit!” When Marcus grinned, Tree hoisted him a foot off the ground and shoved him against the lockers.

“Hey! Hey!” Amadeus cried. “What the hell’s got into you, Tree?”

“Put me down, freak,” Marcus gasped.

Tree stepped back and let go suddenly. Marcus dropped to the ground. He straightened his flyer’s uniform as Germaine attempted to calm things down.

“We’re upset about X and Bonbon,” she said. “We can’t turn on each other now.”

“Well?” Amadeus said. “Spit it out.”

“My men are here,” Marcus said, begrudgingly. “In the city.”

“Your Invisible Men?” Tiro said. “The ones who fucked up the raid on the 437th?”

Marcus took offense. “As I recall, they weren’t the only ones who fucked things up, partner,” Marcus replied.

Laughing Tree grabbed him again. By the throat this time. Amadeus, Tiro and Germaine rushed to pry him away. Ji-ji had never seen Tree this mad before, not even in the coop.

“He’s a murderer!” Tree cried. “His Invisible Men have massacred the women.”

“Not women,” Marcus argued, rubbing his throat. “Wives-Proper. They don’t count.”

Germaine looked at him, horrified. “How many did they kill?”

Marcus shrugged. “Dozens, I guess. Don’t y’all look at me like that. The I-Ms meted out justice, that’s all. No different from the hooded bastards who’ve terrorized people for as long as civilization’s been uncivilized. We’ve played by the rules throughout history while the bastards enslaved an’ slaughtered us. Why you think steaders tolerated Uncle Dreg? Cos he wasn’t a threat. He pacified the restless natives. You folks gotta read more, figure it out for yourselves.”

“Kid’s got a point,” Re-Router said. The others looked at her. “I’m not saying what they did was right. It wasn’t. But playing by their rules doesn’t work either. Ask X.”

“They were innocent women,” Amadeus said. “Most of them were caught up in this shit when they were fifteen or sixteen!”

“That’s where you’re wrong, God-I-Am,” Marcus said, his simmering hostility toward Amadeus evident in every syllable. “They weren’t ‘caught up’ in anything. They were complicit. They sat at home an’ played house while their men grew the Territories one rape at a time.”

“So the Wives-Proper were collateral damage?” Ji-ji said.

“That’s about it,” Marcus replied.

Ji-ji walked up to him. Her slap was louder than she thought it would be.

Marcus didn’t try to defend himself. “Guess I mistook you for a warrior, Ji-ji. But you’re just a girl who got lucky. In every sense of the word, so Tiro tells me.”

Tiro tried to go for Marcus, but his injuries made it easy for Amadeus to restrain him.

“Don’t be stupid, partner,” Marcus said. “You can hardly stand. Sit back down an’ snarf up a few flukes. You were way more fun as a drug-sop.”

“Is it over?” Amadeus asked. “Are your men still on the rampage?”

Marcus shrugged. “Should be over by now. Ain’t too many fairskin Wives-Proper in this city. Who wants to accompany their husband so he can whore it up in miscegenations and mate himself to one seed after another? You read the stats on STDs among Wives-Proper? Trust me, they ain’t good. Ask Doc Riff if you don’t believe me. He’ll tell you.”

Marcus looked at Amadeus. “People like you an’ Dreg think you can tend your forty acres an’ leave the rest to rot. You lived the sweet life in D.C. Most famous dusky in the Dream. Flew fake birds in a cage for money. And now look at you. Leader of a kids’ army. It’s pathetic.”

“What the hell happened to you, Marcus?” Germaine asked.

“I saw the light. What right you got to criticize me? You’re a Latin female who looks White married to a Born-Free Black man. Not exactly an authority when it comes to seedhood.”

“What the hell you talking about?” Tiro exclaimed. “You seen how she fights for us!”

Marcus raised his hands in surrender. “Fine. Look, Germ, I don’t hate you.”

“Thanks, asshole,” Germaine said. “And get my name right, okay?”

“Calm down,” Marcus said. “My men are heading to the coop. Some will join us in the cage to even up the numbers. Bet most of you won’t be so picky if the invisible cavalry arrives.”

Marcus took a deep breath to calm himself down. Ji-ji noticed Re-Router had shaved wings into his hair like she’d done for Tiro—one of the few signs that Marcus Aurelius still identified as a Dreamfleet flyer. He sounded more reasonable when he spoke again.

“Listen, guys, we gotta fight fire with fire. We got a Wingchild on our side! Had two till the bastards butchered one—sorry, Ji-ji. But a Wingchild is the biggest advantage we’ve ever had. The most potent manifestation of a dream our people have nursed for centuries. We can leverage it. If we follow through, we’ll win. That’s what you did, Tree. On the wheel tonight. You, too, Ji-ji. You fought back. An’ that’s what my men are doing in the streets of this city.”

“Wrong,” Germaine said. “They chose soft targets so they wouldn’t have to fight at all.”

Marcus had one barb left. Ji-ji sensed it was aimed at her. “Know who came up with this idea ’bout going after the Wives-Proper in the first place, Ji-ji? Charra. Your beloved sister. Some of you may not know Charra was a Wingchild, too, till Saint Cryday messed her up. So as you weep for the Gardener of Tears, remember that the tree witch butchered every dream Charra had when she excised her wings. Sorry to break it to you, Tiro, but your witchy aunt was a butcher, an’ your wizard uncle was a fool.” Marcus strode off and sat down away from everyone.

“Ignore him,” Germaine told Ji-ji. “He’s just making shit up.”

“No, he’s not,” Ji-ji admitted. “Man Cryday did excise Charra’s wings, but not cos she was a butcher. She did it to save her life. He gets stuff half right.”

“Half right can be worse than all wrong,” Amadeus said. “Now, listen up, flyers. We should go over some moves we can try when—” He stopped speaking. Noises outside in the corridor. Guards yelling. “What the hell’s going on out there?” he said.

“I’ll go,” Marcus said.

“No, you won’t,” Amadeus told him. To make sure he stayed put, Tree blocked his path.

Amadeus returned with a slip of paper in his hand and a strange expression on his face.

“What you got there, Coach?” Germaine asked.

“I’m not sure,” Amadeus said. “It was shoved under the door. Could be the commotion was meant to lure the guards from their post. It’s a message. At least, I think that’s what it is.”

Marcus stood up. “Is it my men? What do they say?” He pushed past Tree and tried to grab the note, but Amadeus swore at him, batted his hand away, and read the note aloud.

“It says, ‘When the mouth opens, be leading the low life for the rise. Drol, Muckmock, and Afarra, whose Luck hasn’t run out yet, wish you well. So do his Eyes. Hooray, Hip, Hip.’”

Ji-ji jumped up, grabbed Amadeus, and did the kind of Afarra-like dance Lucky would have said made her look mental. “They made it! Lucky, Afarra! They’re alive!”

“Are you sure?” Germaine asked. “Somebody could have just listed their names.”

“Hardly anyone knows all these names,” Ji-ji countered.

“Lotter does,” Amadeus reminded her.

Ji-ji shook her head. “No. I don’t think he knows Drol or Muckmock—the ape-men with Man Cryday in Dimmers Wood, the ones the steaders experimented on. They must’ve been brought here as prisoners like Man Cryday. Can I see?” Amadeus handed her the slip of paper. Ji-ji was so excited she could barely speak.

“Afarra learned the phrase ‘Hip, hip, hooray’ from Lucky. Only she gets it ass backward an’ says, ‘Hooray hip, hip.’ An’ only Lucky would spell everything right an’ use commas during a crisis. I think it’s Lucky’s handwriting too.”

“Has Lucky got a thing for commas then?” Tiro asked.

“He’s British,” Ji-ji replied.

“But what’s the mouth?” Re-Router asked. “And what’s the low life mean?”

Ji-ji thought for a minute. “I think it’s the center ring. The way the floor opens.”

“She’s right,” Marcus said. “They want us to be on the cage floor when it opens up. Looks like Afarra’s ape-men friends are set to join us. With them an’ the Invisibles, we got this.”

Ji-ji slumped down on the bench as the implication sank in. “They’re here,” she said. “Afarra, Lucky … It’s too dangerous.”

The door burst open. Cardinal soldiers marched in and herded the flyers to the door.

Tiro took Ji-ji’s hand. “I won’t let anything happen to Afarra or to you,” he said.

“In the state you’re in, I might have to save your ass again.”

“You got a point,” Tiro said. “Glad to hear ’bout Lucky. The Brit’s okay. You an’ me—we’re friends, right?”

“Always,” Ji-ji replied.



As a traitor, Lotter wasn’t permitted to leave the box during halftime, except to piss, when he was accompanied by some of Morson’s trusted guards.

With the second half about to begin, Morson took his seat again. He was agitated.

“Problem?” Lotter asked. “I’m still your head of security. I may be able to help.”

“And why would you want to do that, Dale?”

“To avoid the noose,” Lotter stated.

Morson shook his head. “You’re not the type who’d opt to rot in the Decipula.”

“You’re right. But I need a favor. I want you to spare my seedling’s life.”

“Which one?” Morson asked.

Without hesitation, Lotter replied, “The male.”

“Could be dead already. If not, he’ll be classified as a Damaged. Won’t be worth much.”

Lotter remained calm. “I understand that. But if he survives, I want you to spare him.”

Another of Morson’s bodyguards came up to where they sat. He bent down and whispered in Morson’s ear. Clearly, the news was distressing.

The band had begun to play to signal the start of the second half when Morson sputtered out the truth: “There’s been an attack. Several, in fact. On the Wives-Proper. During the game.”

“The Children-Proper too? Were any of them killed?”

“Some,” Morson replied. “Collateral damage, we suspect. They surprised the killers.”

“How many Wives-Proper were killed?”

“We’re not sure yet. Dozens—maybe more. Probably won’t know the scope of the attacks till morning. If word gets out, this mob will blame me.” Morson’s upper lip was glossy and trembling. Every so often, his eyes twitched, a nervous habit he had that Lotter found infuriating. “Well?” he said, sarcastically. “How do you suggest we proceed, Lord Commander?”

“I’m thinking. The likely suspect is Marcus and his Invisible Men. Am I right?”

“If you knew an attack was imminent, and you didn’t tell—”

“Of course I didn’t know! But Marcus is a zealot. If the Yells win, he’d want to ensure the parties don’t adhere to the agreement. He knows our backs are against the wall. It’s an attack against the SuperStates’ complicity as well as an attack against us.”

Morson’s temper flared. “An attack against the SuperStates’ complicity! Show me the women in New York and LA with their throats cut ear to ear! This was an attack against our wives, man!” Morson’s nostrils flared with outrage. His sinuses were shot. His snoring must be loud enough to wake the dead. Snoring naturally led Lotter to ask if Waterlake, Morson’s own insipid Wife-Proper, was safe. Sessill called her ‘my little Lakey,’ which made it sound as if he gave a damn about her. In truth, Morson didn’t like his wife very much. Didn’t like anyone very much. But little Lakey was fine, apparently. Morson’s assistant had spoken to her.

Morson was shaking with fury. His anger made him vulnerable. Lotter snatched the reins. “We need to extinguish Marcus tonight,” he said. “Here in the coop. He must be the first one to fall. The crowd’s more sympathetic to the duskies than we thought they’d be.” A lie. Lotter had repeatedly warned the moron that an attack was possible and that this match was a lousy idea. He’d warned the fool that the city was porous and vulnerable, its military underfunded. Morson didn’t listen. Cropmaster Herring hadn’t listened to him either when Lotter had warned the old coot not to lynch Wizard Dreg. Herring did it anyway. And look what a Pandora’s Box he opened up.

The bottom line was this: the moron should never have given his Lord Commander an hour to come up with a plan to turn the tables on him. During halftime, Lotter had discovered how many guards in the Premier’s Box despised the sonuvabitch as much as he did. All Lotter needed to do now was wait for an opportunity to present itself and not think about the moment when Hit Man’s machete sliced into Oletto’s wing as if it were nothing more than a hunk of meat.



In the utility room in the bowels of the Armory, Afarra and Lucky watched the match on the hand screen Juan loaned them. Lucky said they didn’t need to turn up the sound cos the arena was shouting its heart out right above their heads.

He wished Juan hadn’t found the screen. Watching it was agony when there was nothing they could do to help.

Earlier, when Juan sneaked them into the Wildmen’s holding cell, Lucky had been amazed by how comfortable Afarra was around the eight-foot ape-men. The language she used to communicate with them was English mostly (well, American English) but also a lot of clicks, clucks, gurgles, sighs, and trills. Odd, to say the least. Freaked Juan out. The superstitious guard crossed himself so many times he’d make Mother Teresa feel like a sinner.

Lucky had never seen Drol before, but Muckmock had protected Ji-ji and Afarra in the Dream Coop, fought off snarlcats, and carried Afarra to safety. Empathy welled up inside Lucky when he saw them. Their home was gone—as was his, he supposed. Where else would this pair of lonely Wildmen—no doubt engineered to be lethal fighters by the Territories or some other sick regime—find sanctuary?

After they returned to the utility room, watching the match onscreen seemed like the best way to prevent Afarra from sneaking up to see the match in person—something she threatened to do. But when Elly and Re-Router dragged X’s body to the Wheel of Misfortune and placed him inside it, Lucky was the one tempted to rush upstairs and join them in the cage. Afarra went nuts over the box they put X-Clamation in, almost as if she thought it made up for being dead if he could lie in a fancy coffin like that. She called the capsule a birthday party. Lucky had laughed at that. Then, a few moments later—Jesus!

Initially, they didn’t see Bonbon. Got a glimpse of him at one point, but the cameras followed the flyers in the coop, and Bonbon was just standing there, gorgeous wings unfurled. They were saving him for later, looked like. Lucky would have recognized the boy anywhere. It was almost like his face hadn’t changed since he was a baby. Lucky knew Ji-ji would shrivel up to nothing if something happened to her little brother. It was good to finally see him after all the years of fruitless searching, but it was terrible to see him too. Ji-ji would do all kinds of mad shit to protect him.

Everything was all right, relatively speaking, till the bastard with the machete popped out of one of those coffin things on the wheel and started to crawl up it. All Lucky could think about was a nursery rhyme his mum used to sing to him—“Incy-wincy spider, climbing up the spout.”

Afarra went apeshit when he sung it out loud. Lucky didn’t even know he’d done that. She accused him of getting the words wrong. “It’s itsy-bitsy spider,” she wailed. But anyone could see that “itsy bitsy” wasn’t why she was losing it. She was scared. “Tree dies already!” she cried. “In the wicked game! Why you are sending the wicked game to us, Lucky?”

Lucky had to get her to stay quiet or they’d be discovered. So he put his hand over her mouth, just for a moment. That’s when she went berserk. “Not my mouth!” she screamed. He tried to hug her to calm her down, but by then she’d seen the attack. The slash of the machete. The wing destroyed. By then, she was already convulsing.

Lucky tore off part of his sleeve and stuffed it in Afarra’s mouth so she didn’t bite her tongue. He held her down, all the while knowing wicked men had done that to her before. “I won’t hurt you, I promise,” Lucky repeated. When her eyes rolled back, he thought that was it. Why had he brought her to this perilous place? He was a mad git, that’s why.

Juan came back when the worst was over. “I delivered the note,” he said.

“She’s seizing!” Lucky cried. “Help me, man!”

Juan knew exactly what to do. He was gentle, in control.

Afarra called out for Sylvie. Lucky realized she was calling out to the penal tree on Planting 437. Must’ve thought she was going to be lynched. He and Juan tried to reassure her, but she was still too out of it to hear them. “Sylvie!” she moaned. Then she called out for Elly and Circus. Lastly, she called out for Norville in a voice that scooped Lucky’s heart out.

By then, Lucky was weeping. He couldn’t help it. It was like he’d been waiting all these years since his sister died to cry his eyes out, and when he watched the playback and saw Ji-ji catch her little brother, he fell apart. And then Juan had to tend to him too. And he was even more of a mess than Afarra was, which embarrassed the hell out of the Englishman.

As Afarra slept, Lucky told Juan everything. It gushed out of him like bile. How much he loved his sister Rachel. How much he missed his parents. How much he loved Ji-ji—scared him how much. How sad he was when Norville got shot. How ashamed he was about lynching the boy in the mule’s ears. And now he was terrified he’d screwed everything up as far as Afarra was concerned. If she was injured or worse, that weight would be his to carry too. But he wasn’t strong enough to take on anything else. And that was the god’s honest truth.

Afterward, Juan said, “Thank you, my friend, for sharing your great loves with me.”

Yes, Lucky thought. They are my great loves. And Juan is my friend, as I am his.

Soon after that, Afarra became lucid again. Her seizure hadn’t lasted long, but it felt like hours. When she opened her eyes and recognized them, Lucky would have done one of her silly dances if he hadn’t felt like a wet noodle. Afarra didn’t remember much. Lucky told her she’d had another seizure, but she didn’t believe him.

“I fall asleep, silly. It’s my dreaming why I talk to Sylvie. She is singing the best rockabye baby lullabies from the Cradle. You are sure Tree has his head still, an’ Bonbon too?”

“I’m sure,” Lucky said.

Juan stood up and did an impersonation of Tree as he swiped his sword across the torsos of three men at once.

“For a pacifist,” Lucky said, “you’re a bloodthirsty bugger.”

Juan shrugged. “I did not say everyone must be a pacifist. Only that I am. There is a difference, my friend.”

A little later, Juan said, “It’s time.”

Lucky told Afarra to stay behind. His plan was to hide in the weapons chest on the dais Drol and Muckmock would be riding when the mouth of the center ring opened, and the dais rose up into the cage. “I’ll spring out like a jack-in-the-box. One Brit with his two Wildmen. No? How about two Wildmen with their pet Brit?” he said, to make her laugh. He told her not to worry. “Juan’ll come back for you. Promise me you’ll stay with him and not do anything stupid.”

Afarra crossed her heart and hoped to die. Lucky realized Juan’s superstitions had rubbed off on him when he wished she hadn’t done that.



As soon as they entered the cage, the Dreamfleeters saw that the Yells had nabbed the high ground. With rare exceptions, it was better to begin high and work your way down, using the platforms, stairways, zip lines, hope-ropes, trapezes, trampolines, big wheel, and other equipment to “fly” from one part of the cage to the other, battling and ambushing your opponents as you went. Normally, a flyer’s athleticism and daring acrobatics earned them points, but no one was naïve enough to imagine points were the point of tonight’s match.

The point tonight was slaughter.

Germaine counted at least a dozen Yells dotted around the upper levels of the coop. “So much for having an equal number of flyers in the cage. The Yells’ve got double our number.”

As the Dreamfleet chose their weapons for the second half, Morson appeared at the podium of the Premier’s Box. A trumpet blast told the flyers to pause. He reminded the restless fans that the SuperStates had given their word they would adhere to the results of the battle. He spoke of the unnatural winged advantage the Dreamfleet had. “With your own eyes, you have seen not one winged mutant but two tonight. The seedling Oletto Lottersmule, grievously wounded by Hit Man—may his soul be harvested by the Almighty Father—is unlikely to survive.” Some of the fans were dismayed to hear that Bonbon’s injury could prove fatal. Their reaction infuriated Morson, whose tone became progressively more strident. “Do not be fooled by the winged temptress. It is she who is behind tonight’s unprovoked attack on innocents.”

Fans hadn’t heard about an attack. Amadeus, Tree, and Germaine moved closer to Ji-ji.

“I want to let you know, Armorers,” Morson went on, “that our cardinal soldiers have thwarted these attacks by marauding bands of assassins brought here at the instigation of the mutant Scourge you see before you.”

Marcus rushed to join the others guarding Ji-ji. “I’m sorry,” he mouthed to her.

Morson raised his hand for quiet. “These devilish invaders, on orders from the unnatural female you see now on the floor of the cage, had a plan to join us in the coop tonight and create havoc. But the Armory is and always will be ours!”

Steader fans screamed for a bloodbath. To thunderous applause and cries of victory, the Lord-Father of Lord-Fathers declared, “We have apprehended the murderous cowards, who will be found guilty and executed.”

An anxious-looking Marcus swore Morson was bluffing. “My men’ll be here,” he said.

Morson pointed a melodramatic finger at Ji-ji. “We must not be seduced by the temptress in our midst, not when our One True Text tells us only the Lord Himself can ascend to the heavens using his own inimitable power. And now, let the second half begin.”

As they entered the main cage, Amadeus urged the Dreamfleet flyers to stick together. “Never venture into battle alone,” he reminded them. “Have each other’s backs.”

Reasonably confident the snipers wouldn’t shoot her down as long as there were fleeters left standing, Ji-ji insisted she attack the Yells from the air. Germaine and Tree were equally insistent they’d back her up.

Amadeus ordered Tiro, who was dangerously unsteady on his feet, to remain with him and Re-Router on the cage floor.

In short order, Ji-ji, Tree, and Germaine successfully brought down two Yells and were aiming for a third. Amadeus, Tiro, and Re-Router brought down another. Given how badly things were going for the home team, no one was surprised when Morson stepped to the podium again. He cleared his throat in a way that indicated he had something momentous to convey.

“Some time ago, we captured one of the leaders of the Friends of Freedom, a terrorist known as Man Cryday, the twin sibling of Dreg, the Black wizard traitor.” Morson spat on the floor to signal his disgust. “A notorious hermaphrodite like the trees she worshipped, this drug-sopped necromancer coupled with stripers and other mutants. She, too, has been dealt with.”

An image of Man Cryday’s mutilated corpse appeared onscreen. Ji-ji, who had pinned her opponent near the top of the coop, told herself it wasn’t Man Cryday, just a body.

“The Tribalseed’s real name was Sarah Hudsonseedmate. We captured two of her mutant lovers—a pair of ape-men. Gaze upon these grotesques as they rise into the cage!”

On cue, the sawdust-covered floor began to open. The ungodly screech as it did so made the tragic image on the screen even more appalling. The tops of Drol’s and Muckmock’s heads rose into the ring. Ji-ji could barely breathe. The note was indeed from Lucky and Afarra.

Ji-ji looked at the image of Man Cryday and did what she thought Man Cryday would have done had their roles been reversed. She would have refused to see the corpse her enemies had violated. Instead, she would choose to see the person she loved, which is what Ji-ji chose to do. There Man Cryday was—beautiful, formidable.

Ji-ji had taken her eyes off her opponent. Mad Marvin, eager for redemption after the spear he’d thrown earlier had missed, wasn’t about to repeat his error. This time, he’d armed himself with a high-powered crossbow—a weapon banned in the fly coop.

The split second Morson stopped speaking, Mad Marvin pulled the trigger.

Given the speed of her reflexes, Ji-ji should have been able to get out of the way. But it didn’t turn out like that. She froze. Before she knew it, she was hit!

It took her a moment to realize the projectile itself hadn’t hit her. A flyer had slammed into her instead. Dazed, she mistook her rescuer for Tiro. Then she realized it was Marcus. He’d anticipated the attack and ridden the zip line down from the Wheel. In a daring, reckless move, he’d abandoned the zip line, flung himself onto a hope-rope and grabbed hold of her mid-swing.

He’d saved her! The crowd roared. And then she saw the hideous bolt in his side.

“I can’t hold on!” Marcus said. “We’re going down!”

They started to fall, but she had a hold of him. She wouldn’t let them fall. Somehow, she managed to flap her wings enough to slow them down. They crash-landed on the dais, a stone’s throw from Drol and Muckmock. Over the comm, Gil Dunsinane read a passage from The One True Text about righteous retribution as the chains around the monsters fell away.

Drol grabbed Ji-ji as she furled her wings; Muckmock snatched Marcus up like a doll. The spectators held their breaths as they waited for the monsters to tear them limb from limb.

Drol, still carrying Ji-ji, loped over to one of the weapons caskets on the dais and opened it. Out popped Lucky, gun drawn. He grinned at Ji-ji, positioned himself in front of Drol, and called out to the Hell’s Yells: “If you want her, fellers, you’ve gotta get through me first. And him too,” he added, gesturing to Drol, “who’s a bit more impressive.” Some fans laughed, some jeered. But when Afarra slipped out from between two caskets and repeated Lucky’s threat, the fans cracked up, especially when Drol picked Afarra up with his spare arm and she and Ji-ji hugged each other. These monsters weren’t bloodthirsty mutants. They were teddy bears.

Morson rushed to the podium. Lotter came up behind him, flanked by cardinal soldiers, who pulled the Supreme Leader away from the mic and restrained him.

“My fellow Armorers,” Lotter said. “This battle, an embarrassment to us all, is yet more evidence of Sessill Morson’s lack of fitness for office. You know me. I have always been honest with you. I am the Lord Commander of the Territorial Army, the begetter of Wingchildren, and the Twelfth Cropmaster of Planting 437, where Sylvie, our sacred tree, spreads out her arms and embraces justice. I need to convey some tragic news. Grand Inquisitor Fightgood Worthy and Diviner Kattenna Virago are dead.” Lotter waited for the crowd’s gasps to recede. “Assassinated by Sessill Morson.”

Morson, his face flung up on the screens, turned a startling shade of red. He sputtered a protest till one of the soldiers punched him hard in the mouth.

Lotter’s face replaced Morson’s up on the screens. He looked every inch an emperor. “For too long, under the leadership of timid men, the Territories have been intimidated by science and technology. Our Founding Fathers were right to be wary of progress, but now we must advance, my fellow steaders. I ask for your trust as we leap again into the challenges of tomorrow. We must act with honor—not cheat, or lie, or rig games in our favor. We must protect our homesteads and grow the Territories one seed at a time. We do not need to cheat to win. Will you trust me to preserve the best aspects of our institutions and lead you into a bold new future?”

One second of shocked silence. Two seconds. Before the third second, the arena erupted as men leapt up and cried, “The Twelfth! Long live the Twelfth!”

Lotter raised his hand for quiet. “For the first order of business, arrest Sessill Morson and take him to the Decipula to await trial. And for the second order of business, the fleeters will be permitted to leave the city, but I order my men to arrest the blond fairskin on the floor of the cage. His name is Lucas Dyson. He is a foreign spy from England, a murderer, and a traitor to the Territories. He will be—” Abruptly, Lotter stopped speaking. At first, the din in the arena was too great to make out what was happening.

“Quiet!” Lotter commanded. As soon as the crowd fell silent, people heard the clang of the Disciple Bells rung not on the hour but ten minutes before the hour. Nor did the ringing cease. Nor were the bells rung by meek virgins. These bells were rung by fists dipped in rage.

Close on the heels of the bells, an ominous rumble. Voices screamed vengeance, a tsunami of footsteps rushed closer and closer.

From his perch in Muckmock’s arms, Marcus, his voice weak, called out to Ji-ji: “I ordered the Invisibles to break the seeds out of their cages an’ arm them. Here they come, Wingchild. You ready?”

The doors were breached in a matter of seconds. But already the Premier’s Box was empty.

If their bodyguards hadn’t been eight feet tall, and if a Laughing Tree hadn’t been with them, and if Juan hadn’t led them to a secret passageway out of the cage, the Dreamfleeters and their friends would never have escaped the pandemonium alive.



They’d reached the edge of city. Soon, they’d be at the rendezvous point. A small army of Friends of Freedom was racing to meet up with them. Juan drove like a maniac. Lucky said he’d never seen a worse driver in his life. Each time they had a close call with another vehicle, Juan made the sign of the cross.

On the way to find Bonbon, the group had run into Doc Riff, who said he did the only thing he could think of to do in all the chaos: grab Bonbon and run.

The escapees rode in three vans. Ji-ji rode with Bonbon and Doc Riff, Afarra, Lucky, Drol, Muckmock, and all the Dreamfleeters except Re-Router, who rode in the second van with X’s body. Tree and Amadeus had retrieved it from the wheel as they escaped. In the third van were some of the Toteppi prisoners who’d been Freed when the Decipula was ransacked by seeds, who’d been liberated themselves by the Invisible Men. Friends of Freedom who’d infiltrated the city guard had a plan in place and ushered them to safety.

“Will he make it?” Ji-ji asked the doctor. Doc Riff shook his head.

“You gotta remove that bolt, Doc,” Tiro insisted. “He’ll be okay if you remove it.”

“It’s my fault,” Ji-ji said.

“It’s okay,” Marcus said. He reached for Ji-ji’s hand. “I saved the Wingchild with my Tarzan move. Marcus Aurelius will be in all the history books. I guarantee it.” He looked over at Tiro, his smile crooked with pain. “Told you they’d come, partner, didn’t I? Told you we’d win.”

“Yeah, you did, partner.”

“Hey. Don’t go all Laughing Tree on me an’ blubber like a baby. You’re a fly-boy. Act like one.” Marcus gestured to Tiro to come closer. He whispered something in his ear.

“I will. I promise,” Tiro said.

Marcus lingered for a while after that. But then, before they were ready, he closed his eyes and didn’t open them again.

As they approached the rendezvous point, Amadeus asked Tiro what Marcus had said. Tiro hesitated, unsure if he should divulge it. “He asked me to go to Turnabout. Be there for his community. Said it might make a man of me. Is that okay with you, Ji?”

“Sure,” she replied, “as long as you tear down every last one of those pigsties.”

“That’s what I intend to do,” Tiro said. “I promise.”

Juan shouted the news back to them from the front of the van. There were raids going on all over the Territories. The D.C. Congress had been retaken by Reunionists and declared itself a Liberty Independent again.

Germaine asked Ji-ji about Lotter. “Think he’s a better option than Morson?”

“I doubt it,” Ji-ji said. “He’s smarter than Morson, but that makes him more dangerous.”

Amadeus agreed. “Wouldn’t be surprised if Lotter was behind the murders of Worthy and the Diviner. I don’t think he’d hesitate to bite the hand that fed him. Be hard to oust the Twelfth from power if he decides he wants to keep it—assuming the Homestead Territories survives. If Lotter gets a chance, he’ll be looking for you, Lucky. For you and Bonbon too, Ji-ji, I suspect. The Friends can offer you protection in the E.S.S.”

“Thanks,” they said. “We’ll think about it,”

Boston seemed as good a place as any to rest up for a while and give Bonbon a chance to recover. After they’d been staying with Germaine, Ben, and little Zyla for several days, Ji-ji entered Bonbon’s room one morning and was shocked to see Afarra take off the wizard’s necklace of Seeing Eyes and place them around Bonbon’s neck. As far as she knew, Afarra had never allowed anyone else to wear them.

Without her having to ask, Afarra said, “I say Bonbon can wear the Eyes sometimes. Then he is seeing the everything parts in a whirl, so he will see himself fly in the Cradle before an’ happy-ever-after.”

Ji-ji smiled. “That’s a good thing to dream about,” she said.

While Bonbon slept, Afarra said, “We go with you an’ Lucky. An’ Circus too?”

“Were you eavesdropping—listening in when I spoke with Lucky just now?”

Afarra was offended. “I know what eavesdropping means, Elly! I am not listening to you or Lucky.”

“Ain’t that the truth,” Ji-ji muttered.

Afarra added, “They will be very glad to see us over there in the Cradle, isn’t it? Bonbon is missing his cradle all the time. All those beautiful twigs. He dreams it. The most beautiful cradle in the world.”

“Are you talking about the cradle Uncle Dreg made?” Ji-ji asked. “The one he made for Bonbon?” Afarra nodded. “But you weren’t on the planting then, and I was so mad after Lotter took Bonbon, I smashed it to pieces an’ burned it. So how do you know—”

Afarra interrupted her: “Silly Elly. It’s not being destroyed. We all lie down in it soon.”

Ji-ji wanted to ask her what she meant exactly. But Afarra was singing. Her song sounded so ancient and deep-rooted that Ji-ji abandoned her questions and simply listened as she lullabied the flightless bird to sleep.






EPILOGUE


D.C.’s countercoup is a bust as far as Chaff Man is concerned. Doesn’t matter who’s in power. His shitty life doesn’t improve.

Even more than the “F” brand on his face, Chaff Man’s bowels plague him. The rat poison the Tainted bitch fed him has ravaged his guts. He’d never been so shocked in his life as he was when the butt-ugly seed boasted about what she’d done to him. He’s concluded she must be a witch, Black magic being the only way a Tainted syphilitic like Dip could’ve bested him. The bitchy-witchy brews she conjured up are still playing havoc with his digestive system. Food and drink are sadists. If he’s reckless and eats something, agonizing stomach cramps and vomiting follow. If he’s reckless and doesn’t eat anything, hunger writhes in his belly like a parasitic worm. His pants get way too big; he has to bunch the waist up in his fist to stop them from puddling at his ankles. One time, when he forgets to hold them, a bitch who happens to be strolling by his cardboard tent-house threatens to call the cops. “Call ’em, lady,” he tells her. “See if they get here ’fore I smash your head in. My money’s on me, but we can wager if you like.” She hustles right along then. He hasn’t seen the bitch since. In a dumpster that same day, he finds a piece of rope to hold his pants up. He weeps with joy when he ties the knot and gets his hand back for usage. For the remainder of that day, he feels invincible. Then it rains, and his cardboard tent collapses into mush. He spends the night shivering under a bridge with the rest of D.C.’s losers, most of them seeds, some of them veterans, a few of them murderers, all of them thieves, probably, but not one of them with a history of service to the Territories like he has. That night, his teeth chatter so hard in the cold, his front tooth shatters in his mouth. His tooth dust tastes like a goddam crushed aspirin. The pain drives him to the rim of insanity.

Impossible for an F-Man like him (that’s how he thinks of himself now) to scrape enough together to keep going. He tries begging, but with a contagion mask on to keep his face brand hidden, people steer clear of him. Without the mask it’s even worse. Steaders know the F on his face stands for Friend of Freedom—a threat to the Territories and their allies. He gets beat up, kicked in his sleep, and hounded half to death. So when he hears the city has been “liberated” by Reunionists, he thinks his luck will change. It doesn’t. Seed refugees flood the city, nab the best sleeping spots and make his life a living hell. During a flood, corpses float up on the Mall. A couple of seeds recognized him last week. He had to leave his latest cardboard shelter behind and run for his life, even though he’d snagged some garbage bags to waterproof it. But at least the new government allows the homeless to sleep on the Mall again temporarily. Do-gooders circulate flyers promising shelters with walls and doors, et cetera. F-Man doesn’t hold his breath. At least sleeping with the crowds on the Mall is less hazardous than sleeping solo in D.C.’s seedy backstreets and alleys. He likes the view of the Capitol and the Washington Monument. Seem like classy things to be looking at. But they pale in comparison to the porta johns—sleek navy cubicles with genuine toilet paper. He could sit in a porta john all day if it wasn’t one of those frigid D.C. days when the water-logged swamp of a city turns air into a penance. He isn’t surprised when he runs into some stray steaders eager to get high on violence. Bad timing when his mask slips down like that. He didn’t expect to wind up not far from Mountain Man, that’s what he calls him anyway, on account of half of him being mountain and the rest of him being man. He’s been drawn to that statue ever since he saw it. Something about it calms him. And even though the words aren’t the kind he lives by, they make him think of Wizard Dreg, who was kind to him when he was a boy. He likes to run his finger over the words carved into the stone, though he doesn’t live by words much anymore. He survives on painkillers and porta john visits. He’s too downtrodden for rage, though he envies men who can conjure it up and mean it. He didn’t expect his final moments to come upon him so suddenly. But when the stray steaders on the hunt for a bit of fun spy the F on his cheek, they don’t waste any time. The knife to the gut is almost a blessing. Christ, he’s tired! The blow to the head makes it a certainty. The one thing he would’ve appreciated was being able to hold Circus one last time. But the statue will do. As usual, homeless Maulers, Papers, and other Undocumenteds are packed like sardines at the foot of the Reverend Dreamer, but no one is a Good Samaritan. He can’t blame them. He’s never been the Samaritan type either. He has regrets, but he can’t remember what they are. Oh yeah. He regrets he never ran into Sloppy and that Tainted bitch again. I would’ve killed ’em both if I had my health back, he thinks, killed ’em real slow. The thought brings a smile to his face. Then F-Man is gone. And Chaff Man II, Planting Executioner, makes his exit at exactly the same time.



“Didn’t think I’d find you here,” Sloppy says, as she looks at Dip, who sits at the kitchen table munching on bread and cheese like she owns the place.

Dip shoots up. Her balance is terrible cos of her bum foot and ravaged arm, so it’s not the most elegant rising Sloppy has seen.

“You’re back,” Dip says. Hard to tell at first if she’s thrilled or pissed.

“I see your talent for stating the obvious has not diminished,” Sloppy says.

Dip looks crestfallen. Sloppy would have regretted her sarcasm if her rage didn’t get in the way. “Sit down ’fore you fall down, Dip. You swaying like that makes me nauseous.”

Dip sits down. Her butt almost misses the chair, but she makes it to the Promised Land in the end. “Where you been, Slop? Delilah, I mean.”

“I don’t give a damn what you call me. I gone back to Sloppy. Seemed apropos.”

“Apropos of what?” Dip asks. Typical of Dip. Just when you think you got the upper hand, she throws you a verbal curveball to prove she’s not the dumbass you took her for.

“Apropos of mind your own damn business.” Sloppy almost regrets that comeback too. Hadn’t meant to raise her voice or sound so goddam angry. But she’s so tired she could cry.

“So where you been?” Dip asks again. “Been eleven weeks an’ two days. A long time.”

“Been Freedom fighting like I said in my note, if you bothered to read it. Turns out liberating seeds an’ saving lives takes a while.”

With her good hand, Dip reaches into the pocket of her skirt and draws out a carefully folded note. Takes her a goddam eternity to unfold it, and Sloppy needs to pee. But she doesn’t own up to bladder irregularity, not after she’s just made a pretty spectacular, Odysseus-like entrance.

“Yeah, I read it,” Dip says. “I know it by heart. You were right. You never said you were an angel. An’ I did get rid of my womblings. An’ you are the best thing ever happened to me. But … thing is … I got a secret I never told you.”

“Well? Spit it out.”

Dip stares down at the table. “When I was with Ji-ji at the fry-fence—”

“Jesus Christ, Dip! You think I’m keen to hear about that stupid bitch? Marcus’d be alive today if she hadn’t messed up in that fly coop. He died by the way. I got it on a good authority.”

Instead of shutting up, Dip keeps talking. “When I told you ’bout the fry-fence, I let you think Ji-ji an’ Lucky deserted me. But it was the other way round. I ran off. Left ’em with Silapu shot, an’ Lotter railing, an’ Petrus dead. I wanted to tell you a thousand times, but … I didn’t.”

Sloppy pulls out a chair and plants herself in the catbird’s seat. She could choose not to give Dip her forgiveness—make her suffer. She intends to do it too. She’s thirsty for revenge. Dip walked out on her for no good reason. For all they know, Chaff Man could enter stage left any minute. For the rest of their lives, they’d live in fear cos of Dip’s timidity.

But then she sees Dip’s disfigured face, and it’s so goddam pitiful and so goddam sexy, she caves. She holds out her hand for Dip to take.

“S’okay, Dip,” she says. She didn’t intend to say the next part. It’s Dip’s fault she’s discombobulated. “I got a secret myself.… I’m pregnant.”

Dip’s jaw drops. “How? Thought you didn’t like men after the shitty things Casper an’ Chaff Man did.”

“I hate men. Though if Marcus Aurelius was still around, gotta admit I’d be tempted. But he’s dead cos your pet, Jellybean Lottermule, made him take that crossbow bolt for her.”

“So how’d you get pregnant? Was it Marcus?”

Sloppy laughs bitterly. “I wish! No, not Marcus. Booby an’ Crotch. Couldn’t tell you which one it was cos they was one after the other.”

Dip looks relieved at first, then confused. “Booby an’ Crotch?”

“I was raped, okay?” Sloppy realizes she’s yelling. Shaking too. To shield her stricken face from Dip, she rises from the table and moves over to the sink. Dishes sparkling clean on the countertop, window above the sink scrubbed till it shines. Dip has put some daisies in a jelly jar and set it on the windowsill. Its prettiness hurts her, so she looks out into the backyard and sees the shed where she and the Chaff tortured the Cloth, the shed where Dip caged the executioner and burned the fat F onto his face. She can feel Dip’s eyes on her, wet with pity—the last thing she wants. So she makes a stab at nonchalance. “Got plowed at the entry gate in Armistice. One was a tits man, the other a pussy fan. S’why I call ’em Booby an’ Crotch.”

Dip shuffles up behind her, says, “What you gonna do? You hate seedlings.”

Sloppy shrugs. “Get rid of it, I guess.”

Dip’s voice gets breathless and lispy, the way it does when she’s excited about something. “Or we could keep it, Slop. The two of us. Raise it together. Love it to pieces.”

“What about the four seedlings you was gonna adopt to sub for the others you aborted?”

“Don’t think I can cope with four with my limitations. But your seedling. That’s doable.”

Sloppy doesn’t turn round, but she feels Dip’s hand squeeze her shoulder. She hates looking pathetic, so she says, “There was this granny type desperate to adopt me. She got two adopted nephews, but they’re dumb as logs. She admired my erudition—how smart I am. Aisha her name was. Worked as an assassin an’ part-time witch. Had a fortune in loot from raids she’d done. The old gal worshipped the ground I walked on. But I opted for crazy an’ came back here. Go figure.”

“Please, Slop. Let’s keep it. You’ll be a great mam.”

“No, I won’t,” Sloppy says. Why am I crying, for Chrissake? “I’ll be lousy. I don’t believe in mothers. I got anger management issues, or so everyone says. Which means I’ll beat the living daylights outta the kid if he’s a colic.”

“Is it a he? I’d like a boy. Or a girl.”

“How the hell should I know what it is?”

Dip can barely contain her enthusiasm. “Slop, don’t you see? What we got, you an’ me, it’s a miracle. Like Ji-ji’s wings! When something’s rare an’ precious you gotta hang onto it, protect it. Love’s a scarcity in this world. None of us got the right to toss it out the window. Chaff Man did a number on you. You was scared. Couldn’t protect Afarra cos he was gonna do what he wanted. But you’ll be a great mam. I know it.”

Sloppy grabs Dip’s hand and says the only thing she can think to say at that moment: “Want me to doodle you, Dip? Want me to doodle you all night long?”

“Oh yes!” Dip replies. “For as long as we both shall live.”

And even though Dip’s sentimental outburst would normally prompt Sloppy to mime a barf or two, this time she restrains herself. And after she’s peed, and after they’ve taken a shower together (a bucket shower cos the plumbing’s on the blink again), and after Sloppy has doodled all over Dip’s doodles with her tongue and her fingers and searched up her seed canal for her G-spot and, lo and behold, there it is again, in the same exact location it was before, Sloppy says, “I saved her.”

“Who?” Dip asks, as she touches down from her flight to the welkin of ecstasy.

“Jellybean. Fought with a soldier so she wouldn’t have her throat slit.” Then Sloppy pushes it too far: “Ungrateful bitch never thanked me for it. Not once.”

Dip gives her a look that says she knows she’s full of shit. Sloppy braces herself for mockery as Dip rolls off the bed and totters over to the dresser. Only Dip surprises her again. She pulls out the top drawer and takes out a gift, with a real bow on it and genuine wrapping paper, says, “I got this for you, Slop, in case you came back to me. With a few dollars from that money you left me in the treasure box.”

Sloppy opens it. “Wow,” she says, when she sees the blond, blue-eyed porcelain figurine that looks infuriatingly like Zyla Clobershay, the legacy school teacher Sloppy’s never forgiven for elevating Jellybean above other worthier students in her class.

“I know you liked the other one, Slop. But this one looks just like her, right?”

“Sure does,” Sloppy agrees. “Could be her twin almost.”

“You like her?” Dip asks, nervously.

Sloppy takes a deep breath and says, “I love her, Dip. She’s beautiful,” the second biggest whopper she’s told since her Penelope welcomed her home.



Ji-ji has taken up drawing again. The sunrises and sunsets here in the Cradle are too spectacular for pencils or charcoal, so she’s trying her hand at painting the colors her bird’s eyes see. She tried painting herself too, with her wings unfurled. Her face eluded her, but she’s pleased with how weird her wings look when she’s finished. Hundreds of tiny purple wing flaps wink like high-tech mirrors. “You are a purple shimmershine!” Afarra cried when she saw the painting. “Like your wings in the game, an’ real life, an’ the other game we play but then we don’t—the real one.” Yep, Ji-ji thought, that just about sums it up.

Ji-ji, together with Afarra, Bonbon, Lucky and Circus, have moved into a modest, concrete-block bungalow at the edge of Chief Josephine’s village. After Bonbon recovers, they plan to move closer to where C.H.E.S.S. is located and continue to search for clues about the Bird tribe. Laughing Tree and Zaini are coming to visit next month, with Ink and Bromadu. Ji-ji wants to have this place sorted out by then. It’s a mess. She knows their visitors won’t care, but she wants them to see they’re doing okay. She still hears Tree’s anguished sobs when he saw the damage done to Bonbon’s wing, so most of all she wants Tree to see that Bonbon is happy.

Though the seed trade has virtually ceased, there are still people eager to make a profit from a Wingchild, damaged or undamaged. Ji-ji has become accustomed to being thought of as prey, but it enrages her to think her little brother is prey now too, and that things others take for granted—like privacy, anonymity, and security—are no longer theirs to enjoy. She knows the Friends are right to insist they need protection, particularly in a remote region of the bush already known to pickers and bounty hunters. It’s likely there’s still a price on her head; and though the Territories are in disarray, reeling from the seizure of plantings and the collapse of the government in Armistice, splinter groups are already putting down roots in The Margins. Lotter is rumored to have taken refuge in one of the Unaligned states where he’s amassing followers. They say he has some international allies determined to see him ascend to power again. As Norville impressed upon them, fascism is a perennial favorite around the world.

Yet the idea of being shadowed again by security dismayed her. Eventually, a compromise was reached after Amadeus and Doc Riff offered to accompany them. Together with Lucky, they have two Friends of Freedom and one British mercenary to protect them. The Friends still weren’t satisfied, so they assigned half a dozen of their most experienced fighters to “discreetly supplement” their unorthodox security detail. Though Chief Josephine was wary of the idea of hosting a security contingent, after Amadeus pointed out they would serve as a deterrent to those who wanted to harm the Rootbacks, Josephine decided to welcome them.

Lucky hoped to see Titus Greene, but the two have swapped continents, Titus having accepted a role as Chief Repatriation Coordinator for those liberated from seedhood who wish to return home. He’s headquartered in D.C. “Face it, Titus,” Lucky said, on a call he made that woke Titus up at three in the morning. “You’re a bureaucrat, part of the machine.” “Perhaps,” Titus replied. “But soon I will return to my country. I have heard there is an infestation of Englishmen and Americans who must be rooted out before colonization sets in.” Titus has a love-hate relationship with the City of Dreams. “Too many memorials,” he said. “White people need to remember things in their head. Why is it you need so many visual aids? When the power goes out and the databases are corrupted, you civilized weaklings will be unable to function, is it not so? While you’re in Liberia, learn to grow your own food, Lucky Dyce. Hunt, farm, fish! Do not go to pubs or supermarkets.” “Chance would be a fine thing,” Lucky said. Titus laughed. “I will test you when I get back. I am a tough grader, my friend. Be ready.”

Ji-ji yawns. She needs to get some shut-eye. Afarra and Bonbon are already asleep. Lucky has called out to her twice to come to bed. Earlier, Doc Riff checked on Bonbon and recorded the changes he observed now that Bonbon can unfurl again. His recovery has been slow but steady. Lucky and Amadeus were the first to notice the tiny flaps growing like shoots where his right wing was severed. It could be nothing. Perhaps her wings do the same thing, and she’s never noticed? She unfurls regularly to see if that’s the case, but the more she looks the less sure she is about what she’s seeing, as if the act of observing her mysterious wings alters them somehow. She reads about creatures who shed and regenerate body parts in a process called autotomy. But her understanding of it is hazy, and not even Doc Riff or the experts he consults with can say with certainty that’s what’s happening to Bonbon. She does know, however, that her own wing healed faster than seemed possible when she broke it, and she remembers how fast she healed from surgery. Doc Letty is hopeful that some of Doc Riff’s discoveries will enable the Rootbacks to live longer.

Ji-ji expected Bonbon to be devastated by his injury and his inability to fly, but he’s taken it well, on the whole. After chatting with Afarra, Bonbon made Ji-ji promise to carry him to the moon when he’s better. She tried to explain this means she’ll have to carry all three of them—Afarra, Bonbon, and Circus—roughly a quarter of a million miles through the vacuum of space. Bonbon patted her hand and told her not to worry cos he would pack some peanut butter and jelly sandwiches. What could she do but tell him PB&Js are exactly the type of fuel she’ll need.

Each night before bed, Ji-ji reads The Little Prince to Bonbon while Afarra and Circus do the sound effects and movements. Lucky likes to stand at the door and listen in to what he calls their “princely menagerie mime.” When she gets to the end of the night’s allotted pages, Bonbon always begs her to start over. Ji-ji wrote to Tiro and tried to explain why this simple book-reading ritual gave her so much joy. “I love seeing Bonbon’s center tooth when he giggles uncontrollably at the antics of Afarra and Circus. Mam always said Bonbon’s center tooth was a sign that his voice, like her father’s, would ring out over the bush. And now it will, Tiro. I’m so grateful to everyone here in the village, and to you and the flyers, and Norville, and Man Cryday.…”

Ji-ji still hasn’t written her survival narrative, though the Friends keep asking her to try. One day, perhaps. But she’s afraid she won’t do justice to the horrors of the planting and the courage of those who endured them. Like the elephant swallowed by the boa constrictor in The Little Prince, the picture would be too horrific and too fanciful at the same time. A radical fusion of points of view, the kind of hybridity most narratives aren’t permitted to explore.

By the fluctuating light from a kerosene lamp, Ji-ji looks at the photos Lucky brought back in the scientist’s marvelous, heartbreaking notebook. The flock of Bird children rise from the tree like jet-black fireworks against a stark white sky on the Fourth of July. A few Birds remain—“To guard her,” Man Cryday whispers from afar. Or is it Sylvie? Ji-ji doesn’t know for sure. Nor can she say for sure how many Birds remain on the tree. The image is blurred, as if the photographer’s hands shook, aware of how much must remain hidden if the extraordinary is to survive.

Sometimes Ji-ji wonders if the third Bird who remained on Sylvie Mothertree in Zaini’s quilt was always Bonbon. She still doesn’t know exactly who or what she and Bonbon are. Afarra is still a mystery too. The other day she said, “I saw it all already, Elly, in pictures in my head.” Ji-ji believes her and wonders how her little sister didn’t go crazy. No more seizures since the one in the Armory Coop that scared Lucky so much. Maybe they’re over?

When Ji-ji was living in the safehouse in the Berkshires, Doc Riff told her it wasn’t so bad not to know all the answers. “How can we find comfort in wonder,” he said, “if all the mysteries have been unraveled?” Good advice.

She stares at the mysterious photo Lucky and the major found: the flock of Birdfolk rising from the tree and the ones who stay behind to guard it. The tree looks like Sylvie, the penal tree on Planting 437, though instead of the obscene metal tags known as purple tears etched with the names of lynched seeds, this tree bears the tribe of Flying Africans, the seeds of wonder her people have carried for generations.

The other day, Afarra said Sylvie whispers to her of buried things. “She is speaking to Bonbon too,” Afarra stated, as she and Bonbon feasted on papaya. When Ji-ji asked them what Sylvie’s voice sounded like, Afarra and Bonbon replied in unison, “Very leafy.”

As she stares at the haunting photo, Ji-ji hears something—faint at first, then louder. She fears it may be the wails of slaughter, so she employs a trick the Tribal wizard taught her and dreaminates the din into a flock of laughter. Heads of midnight, earthlight, and moonlight rocket up through the parched earth like precocious saplings whose beauty is so intense it nearly fells her. All around her, the Cradle sways a lullaby. The bough will not break forever, the bush sings. Or, if it does, a fall engendered by love is not necessarily tragic.

Carefully, Ji-ji rests the photo on the table. As she extinguishes the kerosene lamp, the Birdfolk appear to break out of their two-dimensional cage. Instinctively, the pair on her back unfurl to welcome their kin. The Freedom Race alights on her outspread wings—a chorus of shadows. Unafraid, she thinks, I am become memorial.

Inside the formidable tabernacle of memory, the Wingchild bears them all.






ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


The support I received from family, colleagues, and friends helped make this journey into the future possible. I am still indebted to those I listed in the previous two books. These include my wonderful agent Jennifer Weltz at JVNLA, who was there from the beginning when I was stumbling into this daunting story. Jennifer understood that sharing this series with Dr. Jen Gunnels, who became my editor at Tor, would allow me to work with someone who gives her authors the space they need to create while simultaneously offering wise and frequently inspired critique.

I am fortunate to have family members who are avid readers and gifted critics. My brilliant sister-in-law Paula Robinson, my incomparable brother Tamba Roy, and my loving husband, Larry Jackson, formed my Trinity of Trusted Readers. I owe them a great deal. Special thanks to Larry, who read every word of every chapter in all three books—more than 1,500 manuscript pages in total, not including the hundreds of discarded draft pages. For this mammoth task he received the title of Honorary Editor as he fearlessly braved the slings and arrows of my authorial fury whenever he suggested I take another stab at a chapter I’d desperately hoped was done. The love and support I received from my beloved son, Joseph, and Austin, my grandson, enables me to embrace hope and laughter, even when both appear to be in hiding.

A few months ago, as I drew the national map for this final book in the trilogy, it was clearer than ever to me that this story set in the near future has a chilling, present-day resonance. We are inching toward a Disunited States. After many years in education, I have witnessed how young people have the capacity to keep hope alive, even in classrooms traumatized by mass shootings. Speculating about the future is terrifying, but it’s also one of the most critical endeavors we can embark upon if we hope to engage meaningfully across our differences.

As we move from an Age of Plenty into an Age of Peril, where censorship is fashionable and audacity dangerous, I repeat the saying that Man Cryday, the octogenarian tree witch who tends her beloved tribe of trees, lives by: “Elders have a sacred obligation to save a future they won’t live to see by making sure the young live to see it.” The characters in this story who have become my friends—Ji-ji, Afarra, Tiro, Man Cryday, Lucky Dyce, I’m-a-God Nelson, Uncle Dreg, Bonbon, and even Sloppy Delilah Moon—remind me that love and splendor never die. They merely hibernate. For young and old, women and men, Black, White, and Brown who dare to fly, hope isn’t simply a choice. It’s a sacred obligation.




BOOKS BY LUCINDA ROY

FICTION

Lady Moses

The Hotel Alleluia

The Dreambird Chronicles

The Freedom Race

Flying the Coop

The Bird Tribe

POETRY

Wailing the Dead to Sleep

The Humming Birds

Fabric

NONFICTION

No Right to Remain Silent: What We’ve Learned from the Tragedy at Virginia Tech






ABOUT THE AUTHOR


[image: Lucinda Roy smiles toward the camera in a portrait. She has curly hair and wears earrings, a collared shirt, a patterned jacket, and layered necklaces.]
LUCINDA ROY is an award-winning novelist, poet, and memoirist. The Bird Tribe is her ninth book. A distinguished professor emerita, who cofounded the MFA program in creative writing at Virginia Tech, she relocated to speculative fiction for this Dreambird Chronicles trilogy because of the freedom it offered to enter realms a rigid adherence to realism doesn’t allow. Her commentaries have appeared in numerous newspapers and journals, including USA Today, The Guardian, and The New York Times. She has lived and taught on three continents and is recognized for her keynotes on creative writing, diversity, campus safety, and higher education. You can sign up for email updates here.

[image: facebook logo][image: facebook logo]    [image: twitter logo][image: twitter logo]



 

Thank you for buying this

Tor Publishing Group ebook.

 

To receive special offers, bonus content,

and info on new releases and other great reads,

sign up for our newsletters.

 

[image: signup][image: signup]

Or visit us online at

us.macmillan.com/newslettersignup

 

For email updates on the author, click here.



[image: reactor magazine advertisement]





CONTENTS



	Title Page

	Copyright Notice

	Dedication

	Author’s Note

	Maps

	Epigraphs

	PART ONE: THE DISUNITED STATES

	1. Flying Africans

	2. The Wheel of Misfortune

	3. Playing a Game in the Berkshires

	4. The Most Shameful Thing She’s Ever Done

	5. I’m-a-God in Liberia

	6. It Is the Pancakes

	7. Covenants

	8. The Greatest of These Is Love

	9. Find Another Way

	10. Afarra Is Done with Vikings

	11. Mad as Hell in the Madlands

	12. A Reckless Move, Obviously

	13. The Gospel of Wild Things

	14. In the Lost & Found

	15. Fate & the Eastern Superstate

	16. Wag the Royal Tail

	17. Chimera

	PART TWO: RISING

	18. Our Mother, Which Art the Cradle

	19. A Bird in the Hand

	20. Parasites

	21. The Bird Tribe

	22. Retribution

	23. Scion

	24. Confessions of Strangers & a Very Old Owl

	25. The City of Cages

	26. You Fly, You Die

	27. Collision

	28. Rescue Parties

	29. Fog

	30. Birds of Paradise

	Epilogue

	Acknowledgments

	Books by Lucinda Roy

	About the Author

	Copyright






This is a work of fiction. All of the names, characters, organizations, places, and events portrayed in this work are either products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously.

THE BIRD TRIBE

Copyright © 2026 by Lucinda Roy

All rights reserved.

Cover art by Winona Nelson

Maps by Lucinda Roy

A Tor Book

Published by Tom Doherty Associates / Tor Publishing Group

120 Broadway

New York, NY 10271

www.torpublishinggroup.com

Tor® is a registered trademark of Macmillan Publishing Group, LLC.

The Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available upon request.

ISBN 978-1-250-81688-7 (hardcover)

ISBN 978-1-250-25894-6 (ebook)

eISBN 9781250258946

The publisher of this ebook does not authorize the use or reproduction of any part of this ebook in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems. The publisher of this ebook expressly reserves this ebook from the Text and Data Mining exception in accordance with Article 4(3) of the European Union Digital Single Market Directive 2019/790.

Our ebooks may be purchased in bulk for promotional, business, educational, and specialty retail/wholesale use. Please contact MacmillanSpecialMarkets@macmillan.com.

First Edition: 2026


cover.jpeg
JTHE BI
TRIB

“A gut-wrenching read . . .
Powerful, riveting.”
—BUZZFEED ON THE FREEDOM RACE






OEBPS/images/NewsletterSignup.jpg
Sign Up





OEBPS/images/twitter_logo.png





OEBPS/images/fb-logo.png





OEBPS/images/asterisks.jpg





OEBPS/xhtml/cover.xhtml



[image: Cover: The Bird Tribe by Lucinda Roy]




OEBPS/images/title.jpg
THE BIRD

TRIBE
LUCINDA
ROY

OOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO





OEBPS/images/pgxiii.jpg
Ar
S
THe HOf"leSTeAD TeRRIlToRleS M:o h‘rL.ANTlc, Q@Q— 77777
T T Ve w\ DispuTeD ; MA RYLAND v
om /Mo N 1O L
fm g x 1 mn::g:NJENr h biinid o é : Memker E. SuPersTaTC.
\Mumur‘nu Ty, 5% R BALTIMORE ne

OLD WeST VIRGINIA

DO/NOT STRAY oFf Route !

ﬂ = PIANTING S
(o-w.y A FEW INDICATED)

W = RAILVAY
= BoUNTY BoYS’ CRMPSITES

= RIVeR,
(ONLY A Few MPICATED)

Peie S

< ®
® miwyTIA
xeaon

OFtIIA ¢
STARTING P

. ’ . “‘} \:“\/\kj -
@(D @ {.?’“ jumers K

C6 S & e 9,%* X suumb
o

THe < fc G i ; e NP
\ ) > ’ )
DImMmmerRs wWeopD A RO 1 N a s ‘3 ‘;

(on EAR sipe. TRI-QTY
oF New RiveR AucTIoNMART o

HeRrp eAsT PrRoM STARTING Pom)






OEBPS/images/backad.jpg
REACTOR =

Science fiction. Fantasy. The universe.

And related subjects.

*

Reactor is a premiere award-winning magazine
publishing short fiction from sci-fi to horror to fantasy,
and genre authors both established and new.
While you're there, you can also check out book

reviews, essay, rereads, and more. Visit the magazine

today and join the conversation yourself!





OEBPS/images/author.jpg





OEBPS/images/pgxii.jpg
UARTER S

JAr SS e '
/% ¥ T A Y Qi\( ) ).n = Waas TR HALL
=4 b B 187 + TS
s ﬁ'ﬂ’r.'ii o arda iﬂ.. 8T T
= forgl LD P el e
o E & =1 A £

td
)

|

! PENRUS’ S7ED QUARTERS






OEBPS/images/pgxi.jpg
@®MRMISTICE
Ternborial Capital
D Ess Gpit/

i wss Cn]mk.(:

| S ursaN
INDEPENDENTS

Poténomous |ibeety”

cities
D SHUVIE, He
Hybaid Pend free






