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			To Heidi, Maude, and Ford

		

	
		
			1

			My life can fit into so few boxes now I don’t need the two moving men and van anymore, but you can’t find a smaller crew out there, and there’s nobody cheaper than these guys. I know, because I’ve used them three times in the last fourteen months.

			It’s hard to say if they recognize me or not. I think they do but keep it to themselves. They deal with clients like me—the frequent fliers, the fugitives, the emotional downsizers—enough to know the stories are some version of the same unstoppable slide, and they don’t need all the details. The women running from shit men. The men running from being shit men. I don’t properly belong to either of those, but I’ve ended up in the same place anyway.

			This is the worst apartment yet. The basement of a tiny brick bungalow near the ten-lane highway that bisects the body of the city. It’s the last house on the street before it ends at the entirely ineffective sound barrier between where these places were built in the fifties and the screaming trucks on the other side. There’s always a hard pulse passing through the glass and squeezing into the cracks of the homes on these borderlands. An unseeable, malevolent fog of machine vibration looking for a way into your head, pushing at the barrier bit by bit until one day it will come crashing down and invade your soul.

			I can’t believe I’m going to live here.

			Inside it’s dark, the two windows peering through the alley’s tall grass, the only light coming in, a cloudy, creek bed murk. The lights are powered by bulbs half the wattage they ought to be. The inside of the fridge is the brightest spot by far.

			The movers have already got all my stuff inside and are setting up the bed and sofa. I pretend to help by pulling out and taking with me the remaining handful of framed photos from the box marked Fragile, setting them up on the kitchen counter. A sparse audience to this sad occasion.

			A woman sitting next to me and leaning over to deliver a kiss at a Leafs game. A baby girl held in my arms. The woman and me and the little girl (almost three years old now) sitting on the sofa I still have, the three of us laughing with the intensity of madness, of joy.

			“They yours?”

			The guy who set up the bed is finished. He and the other guy are standing behind me, wiping their hands down the fronts of their jeans, inspecting the photos as if there was some chance they might know the people in them.

			“My wife left me,” I say.

			The two of them nod, getting it without getting it.

			I pay them more than we agreed to. They leave without counting the cash, denying me the small pleasure of being the generous loser.
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			My wife left me.

			The statement is concise and true and satisfies most people looking for a reason why I’ve let go of my life. They don’t need to hear more than that. And the number of people who ask has dwindled to next to nobody, so the challenge of what to say in reply doesn’t come up very often.

			The fact is, I loved my wife. Just as I love her now. That’s the problem. Anger would be easier, but I’m not angry, not at her. There’s no simmering betrayal that has pushed me into this noise-hammered hole in the ground. There’s no regret or blame that men like me can choose to chew on for decades. The simple explanation is that I miss her and my daughter so much I can’t find myself, and I can’t see the point of trying anymore.

			Before they left I had just discovered how my little family was the point, my life’s purpose bound up in being a husband and father. I had found the dream I was meant to live, and it was the life I was already living. And then it was over. It was like finding the solution to an impossible puzzle that was far easier than you ever expected, only to learn that you’d taken too long, and now time was up. It was too late.

			Right from the start I knew Lauren and I were meant for each other. I loved her before marrying her, but the proof of that love revealed itself in how much I enjoyed using the word wife. When I said it the first few times, I found that it echoed with respect, an unexpected reverence. “I believe my wife made a reservation for two.” “Really? You like these new frames? My wife picked them out.”

			I went out of my way to use the word. I loved the beachhead feel of it, something at once solid and accommodating after too long a time spent at sea. For a husband, I now know, wifeliness is not something you possess but belong to, a pledge of allegiance one could actually stand behind, citizenship in a nation of your own making.

			

			

			When I first move into a new place I go for eight-hundred-, then six-hundred-, now five-hundred-square-foot walks through the rooms (each apartment a degree smaller and cheaper), shuffling around, getting a feel of the space. I have no interest in whether the vibes work for me or the feng shui of the furniture or anything like that.

			I’m trying to get a sense of whether or not the place is haunted.

			Thing is, the last couple of apartments were. Which is making me wonder if I’m the one who’s carrying this inner darkness around with me—along with the faces outside the windows, the fingers crawling out like pale spiders from under the bed, the hovering figures watching me blink awake in the dark—or if I’m able to see things now that I wasn’t before.

			The self-imposed solitude of my life may be a part of it. Without remotely wanting to, I have somehow adopted a skill that allows me to see and smell and touch presences from the other side, or whatever bad place exists…because these visitors are always bad. Broken, and angry about it. That’s how it always feels to me.

			It could be that my own situation has uniquely calibrated me. Like, I’m some kind of tractor beam for the worst things that lurk on some fringing continuum, clustered at a frayed rip in the fabric between this world and some darker realm. Maybe anyone could bear witness to these horrors if they only had as much time on their hands as I do. The kind of awareness that keeps you alert to the silence and the shifting nature of darkness after the lights are out.

			But this place seems clean. Sad and suffocating, sure, but clean.

			Sometimes you can tell right away. Something sticky about the walls, holding on to the past, as if only the worst parts of it had ever come through the doors.

			I stay seated on what I’ve come to think of as my “good chair” (it is, in fact, my only chair) and wait a little longer. Still nothing. Okay, that’s encouraging. Sometimes a place will let you know it’s wrong in the first fifteen minutes.

			The bathroom is small but cleaner than the rest of the place, as if the landlord had made an extra effort to sell the property’s star feature. I didn’t bring the shower curtain from my previous apartment, so I’m glad to discover that the last tenants left theirs behind. Never thought I would say that about inheriting Tom and Jerry. That’s the shower curtain motif: dozens of cartoon cats and mice chasing and being chased across a white background. Does anyone still watch that show? Doesn’t matter. People who live in apartments like this get whatever curtain they can find from Dollarama.

			Unlike the rest of the place, the tub is stain-free, and close to new, so I reach a hand behind the curtain and turn the taps on to let the water heat up. I stand naked and watch the steam rise and tumble over the shower rod.

			It starts with a sound. Coarse and somehow draggy, moving low to the ground. Squeaking along the porcelain bottom of the old tub, barely loud enough to be heard over the drumming water.

			My mind conjures an image to go along with that sound. Jesus, I wish it hadn’t. I see a foot. Not a healthy one. This foot is swollen to a sickening wet-inner-tube sheen with black, dead blood. It’s furred with some kind of moss or mold that colonizes each cleft of its toes. The heavy drag of those toes across the tub is what’s making that shrill, squeaky note. A foot belonging to someone who must have been dead for some time.

			That sound is joined by a shadow in the tub, behind the curtain. It’s moving.

			Don’t do it, Jamie. There’s the voice that is always trying to keep me tethered. Don’t make shit up. It lets the bad things in.

			Is that true? Because I’m not touching the shower curtain but it’s moving. A presence on the other side is tracing a Tom galloping after Jerry.

			Fingertips. That’s what those are. Five circles of shadow pressing out at me. Reaching gently—coyly—toward my face.

			“Fuck off.”

			I’m not scared yet. Only tired. Not again. Maybe, if I appeal to whatever’s standing behind the curtain—to its sense of pity, providing the thing has one—it will leave me alone for one night, one hour.

			The fingertips creep to the edge of the curtain. Curl around its mildewed plastic.

			There’s a mousy, Jerry-like squeal as the curtain is pulled back along the metal rod. Only an inch, no more. Just enough so that I can glimpse the hand. Is the thing behind the curtain shy, or ashamed? The fingers belong to a woman. Five stocky stubs. The nails loose. The flesh caked in dried blood and dirt, wrenched free of the grave.

			A fresh sound joins the others. It’s even worse, although I wouldn’t have thought that possible. A hacking, whistly moan. The only thing I can liken it to is somebody trying to speak through a throatful of rotted meat. There’s a smell, too. Faint but gathering. A gassy, flyblown, battlefield reek.

			Annnsoo…It’s a voice. Not human, certainly not anymore. Aaaannso…

			Okay, now I’m scared.

			I get out of the bathroom and slam the door shut.

			I’ll never shower in there, never pull back the curtain. I’ll take care of all that at the closest Y the same as I’ve been doing for the last while.

			But my clothes are still in there. The shower is still on.

			Close your eyes. Do it fast.

			I open the door and thrust my hand into the hot steam. I have to fumble around, risking scalding my hand, until I find the shower knob. I shut the water off. Mercifully, whatever’s standing in there doesn’t force me to look at it, even if I can feel it silently staring at me on the other side of the curtain. That’s all that separates us: a thin sheet of worn plastic. The thing is close enough to pull me into the shower with it. Close enough to plant a wet kiss on my cheek.

			…

			I retreat to the bathroom door on jellied knees. Slam it hard behind me.
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			Once I was on my own in the world, I stepped off the path, wandered into the woods, and became lost on purpose. One by one I quit all the connections: job, friends, extended family—not that I had many left to call next of kin. I sold the house. Cashed out the retirement savings. Pooled it all into a single account along with my wife Lauren’s life insurance policy and saw it as the Rest of My Life Fund. I don’t know what I’ll do when it’s gone. Or maybe I do and only pretend I don’t.

			The job was a good one. A litigator at one of the Seven Sisters, the biggest national law firms, with their headquarters in Toronto. I’d been named partner not long before the wheels came off. I’d done some work for a publicly funded legal clinic downtown, mostly landlord-tenant conflicts or small-time criminal defense. I used to get satisfaction from helping people whose lives had been knocked off course by a sudden, unexpected catastrophe.

			Friends called a lot at first. Once they’d heard. Invitations out for drinks, dinner, a spare ticket to a Blue Jays game. I was expecting it to be a gradual process, but when the calls stopped, they stopped all at once. Just about anyone can disappear if they make the smallest effort—even those who appear to have been born under a lucky star. A lucky star can turn into a black hole in a passing heartbeat. I know that now.

			I do my best not to think about the past. At first, I figured drinking might help, but no: even blackout drunk, you’ll remember. Fact is, you’ll remember worse. You’ll wake up screaming, chased from your blackout by visions the liquor has ballooned into stuff ten times more hopeless than you’d dream of sober. Anyway, it’s getting easier. The forgetting, I mean. But there are still stray moments that barge in through the gloom, a glimpse back at how much I once had. My daughter, Olive, squealing for me to swing her higher in my arms. Lauren sliding her warm leg over mine to hold me in bed a moment longer in the morning. My wife’s smell—fresh bread and coconut oil conditioner and, more distantly, something from deep within her, smoky and exciting.

			I had money from the start. I was always safe on that count.

			But back then? Then I was rich.
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			Sometimes it’ll hammer me out of the blue, just how quickly I’ve managed to winnow my life down to its barest essentials. I’m not sure you could carve yourself down to your most basic parts better than I have. How much can a human being sacrifice on essentials such as love and hope and companionship before he simply winks out of existence? My own permanence…some days I swear it’s faltering. I’ll look at my hand and only see the bones, this sense of fading away. It doesn’t bother me as much as it ought to. There’s strange comfort in it, if I’m being honest.

			Better to fade away than to continue under this new reality. What reality is that, you might ask. Since losing my wife and daughter, I see too much. I see further. Things that should not be there. Things that in an orderly universe couldn’t be there.

			Things such as those yellow-nailed hands behind the shower curtain. Or disembodied eyes peering over my shoulder as I lift my gaze to the mirror while shaving. A scuffling, bumping weight making itself comfortable in the closet.

			Sometimes I think I’ve grown some unnatural and deeply unwanted sensory apparatus. A gland, an organ, something no rational person would want. My grief helped grow it, and now it’s part of me. I can’t help but see with it or perceive it. These sights fray the boundaries of the world I’ve always known and leave me questioning if I’ve gone crazy. In truth, I’d prefer that. Better I experience these horrors through the lens of madness than accept that they’ve always hovered around me, around us all, without any of us perceiving their presence.

			And it’s getting worse. I see them everywhere. Some featureless thing at the far end of the subway car or gazing up at me with eyeless sockets from the park bench where I thought they’d been sleeping or pausing to hold the corner store’s door open for me, while hiding their face, and when I look back they’re not on the street anymore, left or right.

			Sometimes I get the feeling they’re all the same, too. The same single thing, I mean, though they appear differently. In various states of decay, altered clothing, their limbs unspeakably long or unnaturally short…but still, there persists this sense that they’re of a piece. A singular entity relentlessly pursuing me. Hounding me.

			Other times I think I’ve gone too far, removed myself too much. Maybe I’m the one who’s dead. Did it happen along the way without my knowing? I don’t think so. More that I’ve inched myself so close to the cliff’s edge that I can now see straight down into the abyss. I should pull myself back from the edge. But there’s nowhere to crawl back to anymore.

			

			

			It’s my second night in the new place. I haven’t tried showering again. I’m a bit hummy, but who’s gonna notice? I don’t even want to use the bathroom, really, but the four cans of beer I’ve polished off while listening to the tail end of the Jays game are pressing insistently at my bladder.

			I toe open the bathroom door. The light from the hall fills the small space with a yellowy, dirty glow. I can make out the shower curtain, jerked back in place across the tub. Tom and Jerry in their endless cat-and-mouse pursuit across the fatigued plastic.

			I step inside. My heart balls up behind my ribs as I stand there, tense. The beat of it resumes, but it’s rabbity. It takes a while for the waterworks to flow. I go with the door open. Another dubious perk of bachelor life. But I want a quick escape in case I hear something shift behind the curtain.

			My piss rings off the toilet. It’s a sad, lonely note. The announcer’s voice bleeds down the hall. Maybe it’s the acoustics, but he sounds different. Could be static, atmospheric clatter—the weather reports were calling for thunderstorms tonight.

			I finish and zip and leave, shutting the door behind me. I bypass my ratty easy chair and the radio on the TV tray, washing my hands in the kitchen sink, grabbing a fresh beer—

			No. It wasn’t the acoustics. The announcer’s voice. It is different.

			Calm down. Even the voice in my head holds the rising edge of hysteria. If you don’t acknowledge it, maybe it’ll go away.

			I don’t own a TV anymore. My last TV was left behind two apartments ago. I don’t trust them anymore. Not that TV specifically. TVs, as a whole.

			My old TV itself was nothing remarkable. A Panasonic, a Sony. In the deepest, witchiest hour of night many months ago now, I’d awoken to the sound of it. Just static. The hive-like buzz of it in the dark apartment. Half asleep, I’d padded into the main room. I hadn’t really wanted to, but it was like I was stuck on a conveyor belt and being winched helplessly forward. The TV had switched itself on. I knew it had, in a way, outstripping sane logic. It hadn’t been a power surge. I hadn’t accidentally programmed it to flick on in the dead of night. The TV had turned itself on.

			Or something inside the unit had made that decision for it.

			The screen ran with scattered static. Little balls of white and black bouncing off one another in random patterns…but as my eyes adjusted, the static seemed to coalesce and—and congeal. Those senseless balls shaping themselves into something recognizable.

			A face. Not quite there, not quite human, but enough to tell. A face a blind child could have drawn, never having seen one: rudimentary, the static clustering blackly in the pits of its sockets and filling its mouth with bristling, hissing white—

			I’d fumbled for the remote control in a state of growing horror. I had to switch it off before that face solidified—before that mouth began to shape words, before my heart burst out of my chest.

			I found the remote. Hit the red button. With a sucking-in rush, the TV mercifully shut off.

			So there I was, out hunting for a new apartment the next day. The TV stayed behind. I wasn’t worried that it would behave that way for its new owners. Whatever had infested it would follow me to my next stop on the road.

			Since then, I’d gone almost fully analog. Apart from my cell phone—which had the most basic plan you could get—there was nothing electronic in my place. No TV, no laptop, not even a clock radio. I read a lot of books. Even went to the library and sat with the old guys, all of us trading sections of the Globe that the librarians had threaded onto wooden dowels before opening the main doors.

			My sole concession to this nouveau-Luddite trend was my transistor radio. I liked to listen to ball games. Baseball was the one sport that was almost improved by listening rather than watching. The crack of the bat, the thup of a well-thrown heater smacking the catcher’s mitt, the easy patter of the announcer calling the action…it was relaxing.

			I’d bought the radio at a pawnshop for fifty bucks. It was vintage, according to the beery-faced proprietor. A General Electric P975F with a bent antenna and a vinyl wrist strap. It only surfed the AM dial, but that was fine by me. FM was for teenyboppers.

			I’d listened to the games on it whenever the Jays played, which in the summertime meant basically seven nights a week. I’d put down a six-pack (maybe a nine-pack if proceedings went into extra innings) and retire to my bed in a stupor. Most nights I didn’t sleep a wink.

			That radio had been my salvation, honestly. But as I tracked back to my chair with a sweaty can of beer in my hand, a wave of pure dread hit me.

			The sounds coming out of it. Jesus. The announcer’s voice retreated into a dense static fog, while other sounds—completely unrecognizable—began to race and purr up the edges of the sonic register. Sounds that the radio’s fifty-year-old speaker couldn’t properly codify, rendering them sensible to a pair of human ears…first came a note that could have been rain-rinsed pebbles tumbling over and over, but this ebbed into a low moan that went down to a timber that made my molars ache before ascending to a pitch perhaps only dogs could hear, up and down, cycling like the lamp on a lighthouse (this was the exact image it imprinted on my brain)—that sound was replaced by an unearthly cracking that could’ve been ice fracturing under a lonely arctic shelf or a transmission from another galaxy picked up by Doppler radar, some kind of message sent on an unintelligible frequency—

			I dropped the beer. The can hit the tiles and burst, spitting foam, as I walked on nerveless legs toward the radio. I had to shut it off—that was my one desperate thought:

			Shut it off, Jamie, shut it the hell off before you hear the—

			Too late.

			The voice was the same one I’d heard before. The voice that belonged to the faceless thing on the subway, to the lurker in the closet, and the face on the TV screen, and the dead thing in the shower…the thing that wouldn’t leave me alone.

			Annnso…AAANNNSOO…

			I grabbed the radio and threw it as hard as I could. It sailed end-over-end and smashed on the crown molding, breaking into a thousand unfixable pieces. The voice persisted for an interminable beat (uuuummmmaaaa) before fading into nothingness.

			From now on, I’ll read the baseball box scores in the newspaper. Newspapers are safe. They don’t talk back.
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			I’ve been in the new place two sleepless nights when, on the third morning, my phone rings.

			It’s a city area code but not a number I recognize.

			“Jamie Newcross?”

			“Yes.”

			“Great.” A voice full of sunny good cheer. “Then I’m speaking to the luckiest man alive.”

			A joke. Not a bad one, either, if you like your irony strong. Who would be calling me now, this far along in my disappearing act, with this zinger?

			“You, my friend, are going to remember this day the rest of your life.”

			Such confidence oozing out of the receiver. I envision a man around my age but the fully realized version: self-certain, amused, privileged.

			“I doubt that,” I say, wanting to stomp on that self-assurance a bit.

			“Oh, don’t be so hasty.” The guy tuts, forging fearlessly ahead. “Remember the ad you took out?”

			“Ad?”

			“Well, a post anyway. On your socials. I saw it like a year ago and kept your number. Not sure why, but you seemed, I don’t know…desperate, y’know?”

			“Desperate.”

			The man chuckles with the slightest hint of impatience. “You a parrot or something?”

			“I’m just wondering what this is about.”

			“The car.”

			“The car?”

			“There you go again.” No chuckle this time. “The Lion 100.”

			“Oh shit.”

			“That’s right. You wanted to know if there was anybody who got in early enough on the waiting list to get their hands on one, and if they were willing to sell it.”

			“And you are?”

			“On both counts, my friend,” he says. “Didn’t I say you were lucky?”

			

			

			The Lion is the first fully self-driving car to reach the mainstream marketplace that has a safety record free of explosions, running people over at intersections, and T-boning light poles at random. The manufacturer announced presales four apartments ago in Jamie Newcross Time, and along with putting my name on the waiting list, I posted a notice in the Rosedale and Forest Hill Facebook pages, those being the neighborhoods most likely to have people selling their first-gen cars to make way for the newer models. I knew I would never see one of these machines just waiting for the call from the dealership. So I did what a man with no shame and a single, eccentric desire would do: I appealed to the money people.

			That’s who called. Theo Quinn. A rich guy with the one thing in the world I’d like to have before it’s all gone.

			I’m not an auto enthusiast. I have no need for independent transportation, even less interest in a status symbol. I wanted this car to help shed the skin of my former life. I wanted to exist without going through the motions of existence. To move through the city without driving, without looking or taking note, without being there. To park in overnight lots and sleep off the noise-blocked night. If it worked out maybe I’d leave the bed, sofa, and last boxes behind and live out the rest of my days in the Lion’s front seat.

			My cocoon.

			That was the original reason I put out the notice about picking up a leftover Lion 100. After my apartments became haunted—or after I became haunted—I had a second reason. According to the novels I read and horror movies I watched growing up, spirits can be attached to houses and graveyards and closets and beds—they had even been known to infest TVs and radios. But I’d never once seen a haunted car. Sure, they can be demonically possessed. They can do bad things under the command of invisible beings. But I don’t recall them being haunted in the way of a country estate or abandoned school or hotel in the mountains. They aren’t suitable to be places for the dead.

			The more time I spend in a car, the safer I’ll be.

			

			

			I’m in a taxi on my way to Theo Quinn’s house in Rosedale when the risks of this exchange first line up in my head. It’s been a while since I’ve been required to think straight and—sitting in the back of the cab with nothing in my pockets but a wallet, a checkbook, and a crappy pen—my foolishness becomes clear.

			The first problem is that “Theo Quinn” may not be Theo Quinn. Why would a multimillionaire go to the trouble of holding on to my number from a random post? Why would he summon me to his home to take a barely used novelty car off his hands? Also, why am I doing this again? The car is going to be stupidly expensive, even at a not-new price.

			As the house looms into view and I see the Lion waiting in the drive, I’m even less sure about cars’ immunity to haunting than I was five minutes ago. Something about the forbidding planes of its airframe—ones that weren’t so obvious in the brochures—sends a cold quiver through me.

			It can speak to you, too, that little voice in my head natters. Hell, that thing’s been designed to speak to you.

			Yes, it might speak, I remind myself. In its own calm, preprogrammed, Siri-esque voice. But not (Aaansoo) in that voice.

			Tamping down my anxiety, I offer the driver my credit card with a hand that hardly trembles at all. It takes longer to process than it should. The little machine deciding if my money is any good, if I am who I say I am, if I deserve to be here. Thank Christ it doesn’t say anything to me.

			A man I assume to be Theo Quinn comes out from a side door of his English Tudor mansion, portly and grinning. The yellow taxi, the long wait for the device to confirm my payment, the faded mustard stain on my shirtfront that I hadn’t noticed until just that second—all of it embarrassing for the Rich Guy to see as I stumble out to greet him. In my working days he would’ve been a client. He would’ve been Billable Hours. I was programmed to serve men like this, not make them wait at the end of their own driveways.

			“Jamie? Theo Quinn,” he announces after I finally scuff up to him with hand extended.

			“And this is the Lion.”

			“The very one. Not much to look at,” he says, glancing back at the Porsche and Ferrari on display outside the closed garage doors.

			“A good thing I’m not that much into looks.”

			“Fair point,” he says, his eyes snagging on the shawl of gray lint over my shoulders. I’m sure he stows away that little nugget. I can almost see the oiled wheels turning behind his eyes. This guy’s a beggar, not a chooser. That’ll make a guy like Quinn happy. A motivated buyer is great, but a desperate buyer? Even better.

			I remember Quinn a little from my Life Before. A land finder. One of the connected men working the celebrity golf tournament and own-your-own-winery circuit who hooks up the financiers and builders who put up those flash-built, issue-laden, sixty-story condos. A player like Quinn doesn’t even get his hands dirty. He locates properties before they go on the market, arranges the marriage, takes a bafflingly enormous fee, and he’s out of there before a shovel hits the dirt. That’s where I recall Quinn’s name and face from. The news. A figure at the edges of questionable deals, his presence at the origins of shady shit before being scrubbed out in subsequent reports. Friends with actual criminals but not one himself in any provable way.

			“It looks to be in good shape,” I say.

			“Oh yeah. It’s sort of a one-off for me, you know? I don’t really do electric cars. I prefer the roar, the kick, the rumble. But the first mass-market self-driving model? Had to check it out.”

			“Was it okay on that front? The self-driving part?”

			“For sure. But I realized I didn’t have much use for that. I like to drive.”

			He walks around to the front of the Lion and places his hand on the hood as if checking a child’s forehead for a temperature. In the dazzle of sunlight, his top lip skins back to reveal a gold canine tooth. The detail takes me off guard: for a man as wealthy as Quinn, to whom social optics matter a whole lot, to have a pirate tooth socked in his gums is…really weird.

			“Color okay with you?” he says.

			“You don’t care about self-driving,” I say, recovering from my surprise. “I don’t care about paint.”

			“They call it putty,” he says, ignoring me. “I guess I see it, but—”

			“The asking price you mentioned on the phone. Is that because you don’t like the color?”

			Quinn looks up at me. The planes of his face tense and harden as his eyes flick side to side. Okay, so this is business now. I wasn’t trying to get the upper hand or skip to the haggling right away, but that’s how he’s heard it. He’s about to show me how much better he is at this stuff than I am and there’s nothing I can do about it.

			“The car is in excellent mechanical condition, let me tell you,” he says.

			“I don’t get it. Why is your asking price so low?”

			He shoots his cuff, glances offhand at the diamond cuff link. A gesture that conveys: I don’t need to be doing you this favor, pal. Which leaves me wondering: Well, why are you then? It dawns quite suddenly that I don’t like Theo Quinn. More than that, I don’t trust him.

			“It has a deficiency,” he tells me.

			“That doesn’t sound great.”

			“Don’t worry. Like I said, it’s in great shape. I’m talking about a software glitch. There always is with these plastic laptops on wheels, right?”

			“I guess. But with a car like this, it’s—”

			Quinn cuts me off with a high, grating, somehow mocking laugh.

			“I’ve had it thoroughly checked out.” Don’t worry, little guy, his tone says, why would I try to rip you off? What do I have to gain? “The service record is inside, I’ll get it for you if we decide to proceed. The problem is superficial, I’m told.”

			“So what is the problem?”

			“It doesn’t talk.”

			I glance over at the car, ridiculously expecting it to betray its refusal to communicate by way of a gag tied over its front grille or an On Strike sign taped to the inside of a window. Maybe that’s not such a bad thing. A self-driving car that stays mute…Hell, I might’ve tried to program it that way, given the choice. Still, my dislike of Quinn—the sense that he’s a boardroom bully, the sort of soft-bellied sneak who’d hire goons to help him win a barfight—makes me want to hassle him.

			I whistle low. “That’s quite a deficiency.”

			“I’m not being clear,” he says, switching gears from condescension to scornful impatience. “What I mean is, it doesn’t reply. It can hear you give commands, destinations, it has all the usual capacities. It’s just unable to talk back if you try to engage it in conversation. It hears but doesn’t speak.”

			“That’s kind of disappointing.”

			“Is it? You strike me as a guy who doesn’t really need anybody to chat with, let alone a machine, am I right?” A sly grin; a flash of that pirate tooth. “This is the car for you.”

			I don’t care for the effortless way he’s pegged me. As if he’s reached inside my skull with those porky fingers of his and teased out a carefully guarded secret.

			“Okay, look, I’m not sure how that’s got anything to do with—”

			“Anyway, you wanted to know why I dropped the price.” He turns toward his front door, as if he’s preparing to retreat into his manse to attend to matters more pressing. “You’re not finding a Lion 100 out there for anything close to this.”

			Much as I hate to admit it, this tactic works. My heart starts to thud heavily in my chest. For all that I don’t trust this guy, and despite the fact that the more I look at the Lion, the more sharkish its contours appear…I don’t want to lose this chance. In fact, the possibility vaguely terrifies me.

			“Why not repair it yourself?” I ask meekly.

			Quinn’s smile is easier now, more sure. “I don’t want the car, for one thing. For another, I thought I’d let the new owner make the call whether to fix it or not.”

			He’s right about the price. Why spend more on this crazy extravagance than I have to? He’s also right about me not needing to have conversations with a simulated personality as it drives me around the city. He’s right about how this is going to go, and I have no interest in fighting him on it.

			He lets his eyes travel along the side of the Lion, then measures me up again for maybe the third time. Even more dismissively, if that’s possible.

			“You are the right match,” he says.

			I pull the checkbook and pen from my pocket. Inside there’s a bank draft for the exact amount Quinn asked for on the phone.

			When he hands over the keys—which aren’t keys per se, but an elegant golden fob—and as that shiny lozenge settles into my palm, it comes with a near-paralyzing certainty that I have inherited something lethal masquerading under a costume of innocence. The feeling blows through me so quickly that I barely register its passage, but the vision I’m left with is this: I’m a child in a costume on Halloween night. I stand all alone at the door of a dark house that feels out of place in the neighborhood. When the door opens, a figure—never quite seen—stretches out one pale arm. Clutched in those spindly fingers is a polished red apple.

			That apple has a razor blade in it. My child-self understands this fact past all doubt…yet still, I take it.

			This is the incoherent sense that blazes through me when I take possession of the Lion. That I’ve been given an apple with a dirty trick stashed inside of it. And even though Theo Quinn won’t be there to see me bite into it—he’s the sort of man who is most comfortable dealing damage from a hundred miles away, under the blanket of plausible deniability—he’ll somehow know when that razor blade slices my lips to ribbons…and that knowledge will make him happier than a pig in shit.

			But worse than that, even, is that I know what I’m holding, too.

			Theo Quinn leaves me there in the drive. I stare at the car I’ve bought. The wink of the sun on its cool, angular body. For the moment I’m lifted up on a bubble of possibility. Me and the broken, silent Lion. Meant for each other.
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			A feat of engineering, the Lion is also a feat of anti-AI marketing. One thing the Lion model boasts is that unlike other self-driving smart cars, it doesn’t require a detailed subscription with the manufacturer. Unlike other models, the Lion isn’t manipulated by invisible techs in some faraway compound, monitoring your consumer choices, lifestyle tendencies, political sympathies. This is the Lion promise: The connection is between you and your car, not us and your private life.

			Previous self-driving failures were loaded with not-so-secret surveillance, getting your personal algorithm down so the makers could sell it on the market long after you’d bought the vehicle. But the Lion/owner relationship is a closed circle: once you buy the product, all communication with headquarters is strictly limited to mechanical issues.

			Before I open the driver’s-side door I note once again the ways the Lion is subtly different from the billboard images. Its rooftop camber is a little bulgier, the front end’s curvature matches that of a hammerhead shark. The windshield most of all: it’s more narrow and rectangular, as if squinting out at the world—whether with contempt or suspicion or both.

			I get into the car in Quinn’s driveway and notice first the smell: not that New Car Smell. This is potent without being headache-inducing. Something between a perfume and the essence of a place, like a memory of a person or an experience, but one you haven’t had yet. It’s intoxicating without altering your state of mind. But maybe this is one of its intended effects: the Lion’s breath, putting passengers under its spell.

			Next, I do what the woman in the commercial does before driving her Lion off the lot into a Santa Barbara sunset. She introduces herself.

			“I’m Jamie Newcross.”

			The engine hums to life.

			In the commercial the hardcover-sized screen to the right of the driving wheel also brightens. I don’t see any radio dial. Good. I wasn’t going to use it, anyway. Presumably because of the no-reply flaw, the screen remains stubbornly blank, polished and impenetrable as marble.

			Yet something is happening.

			A dim, flickering sound. I imagine the car is fleshing out my profile at fantastic speed. Scraping information from every corner based on the unremarkable starting point of “Jamie Newcross.” Maybe it’s only taken these first few seconds to identify the right identity based on our location, my body weight held in the seat, my voice. Maybe it already knows much more than that.

			Somewhere behind the car and off to the left, Theo Quinn is watching me. The deal is done, the money is in his pocket—he wants me gone sooner than it’s taking me to go. But I want to give the car the time it needs to get to know me a bit first. Apparently that’s how it works. The Lion learns everything that is freely and (more or less) legally available on the internet and then builds upon it with whatever happens next—the future weeks and months of my decisions, destinations, drive-thru picks.

			Quinn comes back. His brow bunched up, either puzzled or enraged to see I’m still here. He saunters up to the window and raps on it with one knuckle. He’s forcing a smile, shrugging. We good here?

			I bring the window down.

			“You give it your name yet?” he says.

			“Just did.”

			He nods. “It’ll know everything about you in an hour.”

			“You gave it your name knowing that?”

			“Are you kidding?” Now that the deal’s been done and he’s the winner, a strain of grandfatherly magnanimity has replaced the scorn. “I told you—I drive cars. I don’t need ’em knowing my shoe size.” Still, he can’t resist the needle. “Now, you, on the other hand?”

			He leaves this question hanging and takes a step back. I roll the window up.

			I tell myself to relax. Crank back the seat until it’s almost entirely flat. A leather bed that, unless told otherwise, matches my precise internal temperature, something it constantly measures along with blood pressure and heart rate, like some super-attentive nurse, ensuring the numbers stay within acceptable ranges. A caretaker that cares only for me.

			“Just drive,” I say, feeling like a spy in a movie ducking into a cab wanting to melt into the anonymity of the city. “Please,” I add.

			The engine—the battery, the circuits, and whatever engineering makes the car move—sings an octave higher. The parking brake eases off with a politely suppressed sigh. With a consistency as smooth as levitation, it cruises off the Quinn property and onto the curving, maple-shaded street.
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			It takes a few blocks before I begin to trust it.

			The signaled lane changes, the turns, the comfortably assured stops. I want to tell the car it’s doing fine, keep it up, I believe in it. But these are only things I would like to tell myself.

			Toronto traffic is bad at any point during the day, but the car finds its path without eliciting angry horns or having to make sudden corrections. It’s only programming, but it feels like patience.

			I go from pretending to be relaxed to actual relaxation within the first hour. There’s no resisting it. I wouldn’t say the car is a “good driver,” nor is it marvelous, exactly. A miraculous trick like a dog making an omelet. It simply does what I asked it to. It just drives. But more than that, going deeper than that, it feels…safe. The thing that lurks in my apartment, that shows its terrible face on the subway and in the huddled shadows of unlit streets and on Channel 1050 on the AM dial—that thing is not here. I feel that with a soul-deep certainty. Maybe it’s the fact that the car is a moving target. The thing can’t orient on the Lion, can’t get at me in here. Whatever the case, I’m grateful.

			Now for its final test. Or its first, to be exact. A destination.

			I’d been thinking about this since I first got the call from Theo. Instead of a random address or a local landmark or a neighborhood, I decided on the most common command, but one that, coming from me, might pose a challenge.

			“Lion? Take me home.”

			The car doesn’t ask for any clarification. It can’t. Which makes the test even more interesting. It has to sort this out all on its own.

			There’s a beat of silence, then the ticking of the turn signal setting us on a new course. I lean back again and close my eyes, not wanting to cheat by figuring out too early where it’s decided to go.

			The car picks up speed. Chooses the side streets heading north from what I can tell. To save time? Avoid a traffic blockage ahead? I can’t think of a place I’ve ever lived in this direction, but this is the fun part. To be transported to an impossible place by an indifferent machine. This is exactly why I bought the Lion.

			After a while I lose track of where we might be on a map. Too many turns, on-ramps and off-ramps, backtracks. I keep my eyes closed. At some point the quiet of the cocoon envelops me and I fall into a place that I haven’t visited in a while. Deep, ghost-free sleep.

			

			

			I’m looking up into a canopy of tree branches. The car isn’t moving. I don’t know where we could be. Not even the neighborhoods where the Theo Quinns of the world live have as many trees, huddled in leafy quiet, as wherever I am now.

			The first attempt to sit up doesn’t work. A pain in my abdomen sets me flat again. My first reaction is that I must’ve slept on it funny—fallen into such a deep, needful rest that I pinched a nerve or something.

			Take your time. Slow, slow.

			I test my limbs. Curl my hands into fists and let them relax out. As I wake up, the other discomforts awaken, too, letting their presence be felt. A dull ache at the very center of my skull, which I take to be a concussion. A troubling weakness down my legs, as if half my strength was removed over the course of my nap. But no, I don’t think I was asleep at all. I feel too altered. Something happened while my eyes were closed, though. I can’t tell what, not yet, only this sense of being asleep at the wheel, literally, while something dreadful happened. But my mind refuses to summon anything.

			Everything is hazy. A small part of my consciousness is trying to carve through the fog—I can feel its voice nattering away at the base of my brain stem, but so far the words are garbled and unintelligible. But the pain is not. The pain is clear and bright and worrisome. It’s radiating inside me, my head, my gut.

			There’s something crunchy in my front pants pocket. I reach in and pull out what used to be my cell phone, now a palm full of plastic and glass and twisted circuitry.

			I decide getting up fast and absorbing whatever stabby new discomforts that may bring is better than an inch-by-inch easing ascent. So let’s do this. One-two-

			Oh Christ. That hurt.

			But I’m up.

			My wild-eyed face in the rearview mirror startles me.

			The Lion is surrounded by trees. I’m in a park of some kind. Did the car bring me here? Must have. Why? Maybe I asked it to, and on the way something bad happened.

			Something bad did happen. The windshield is my first clue. It’s unbroken, but something’s smeared over it. Much as I’m praying it’s something else, there’s only one thing that looks like that. The coagulated runners and thick, wind-scalloped strings across the glass. That’s blood. And there’s other stuff, too, just as concerning. Thick, spongy clumps of tissue. Brown strands of what I can only guess is hair. Chips of bone like eggshell that finds its way into the pan.

			It’s an animal. The desperate hope flares through me. The Lion hit a deer.

			But the hair gummed to the blood at the edge of the glass, wadded and knotted along the weather stripping…it’s too long to be fur, isn’t it? That can only have recently covered a human head. Bits of that unknown person’s skull sparkle in the mellow sunlight falling through the trees, scattered like broken seashells along the black rubber of the wiper blades. I see all this with minute, horrific detail. Some part of my mind forces that on me.

			A curdled wave of nausea arrives as that recognition dawns, the body knowing another body when it sees one.

			I grab the door handle and jerk it open, slide off the leather bed, and let my feet find the ground. The pain tells me it’s a bad idea, but I have to get out. When I’m standing I only last a moment before stumbling back from the car.

			It appears I’m in a Conservation Area of some kind, one of those miniparks dotted around the outskirts of the city where families go on weekends. Fortunately for me, it isn’t the weekend. The place is quiet—maybe a half dozen other cars parked, like mine, with their noses pointed into the trees.

			The front of the Lion isn’t crumpled in the way you’d expect in a car-on-car collision, but there’s a dent in the front that’s folded back the hood a couple inches. The car clearly struck an object. A person, if the blood and brain matter are any indication.

			It could be wrong to blame the Lion. I’ve already determined I lost some chunks of memory in all of this. One of them could be me running through a red light, a crosswalk, a stop sign. A person.

			But I’m here now. Whatever that means. There are still choices to make, conclusions to come to. The baseline, however, is clear. If I had a hand in this it was an accident. And if the Lion did this, it only proves they haven’t figured out the self-driving problem after all.

			Suddenly, I’ve figured it out, and my heart hits a momentary flatline as the blood seizes in my veins.

			We’re hiding.

			We hit-and-ran.

			My hands shake as I reach inside the Lion (the fear that the door will slam shut on my arm skitters through me) and hit the windshield wipers to clear away the worst of the blood. As soon as I do, it dawns: I’m complicit. Merely by cleaning away the evidence—which is what all this is, right? Forensic evidence, making the Lion part of a crime scene—I’ve prodded myself over an invisible line. The Lion and I instantly become coconspirators. Jesus. I should stop. Step away from the car. I can’t remember anything, not a single goddamn thing, that happened between falling asleep inside the car and waking here. Why would I want to kill anyone?

			There’s at least one person you wouldn’t mind seeing dead, Jamie.

			But that’s different! I don’t even know who that person is, so how could I—?

			I cut off these thoughts. Amazingly, I find that I’m still erasing the DNA evidence. Like some mindless busybody, I’m hunting a shammy cloth out of the glove box and wiping away the gore from the windshield’s corners. The shammy’s the wrong tool for the job—this requires a power washer, maybe an industrial solvent—and all I accomplish is to smear the blood and rags of tissue around. The blood isn’t dry, but it isn’t fresh, either; it’s pulpy, and the knowledge that not long ago it filled the veins of a living human being makes me stagger over to the shrubs and heave up what’s left of my breakfast.

			“Oh my God,” I say, backhanding the string of bile clinging to my bottom lip. “What did I do?”

			I don’t know why this guilt is all over me, suffocating me, but it is. I must’ve done something, right? Why would the car—two tons of unfeeling metal—hit someone and then merrily drive away? Wouldn’t it have some kind of sensor or dead-stop switch that activates in the event of a collision? Wouldn’t it, for liability reasons, be programmed to stop at the scene of any suspected crime and wait for the authorities?

			My brain feverishly works through these scenarios while my body—powered by some other stratum of my consciousness—continues to erase the evidence. If anyone walks over to see if I’m okay or to ask about my car (“Self-driving, eh? How’s that workin’ for ya?”), they’ll see that a crime has been committed, or is in the middle of being committed, and the hunted animal part of me realizes this is something I desperately need to avoid.

			Contacting the police and telling them everything I know—which isn’t much—may be something I’ll do in an hour. But for now I need to think, and I can’t do that with human remains gumming up my car.

			The shammy is managing to thin the goopy patches on the glass to a less sickening consistency. When the cloth is reduced to a sodden mess I throw it into the trees. The impulse arises to retrieve it—you’re a for-shit criminal, Jamie, leaving easy evidence for the cops to find—but the idea of rooting through the leaves for the bloody rag causes my gorge to buck. I want to get away from here. I should really be more worried that someone is looking, but I must be in shock. My thoughts are untethered, nothing’s making sense right now. I wish I could ask the Lion.

			I cast a glance around my surroundings again. Fifty yards to the east, I spot a concrete washroom facility. The men’s room is empty, which gives me time to scrub my hands as clean as they’re ever going to get.

			I make my way back to the Lion and settle onto the driver’s seat. I’m not shaking so badly now. I tell the car to wash the windshield. It complies. The blue-tinted spray covers the full rectangle of the glass, just as I was hoping. It allows the pink corners to trickle down and be cleared away by the rubber blades. After a few passes the surface is somewhat clear.

			I reach for the handle to open the door again—

			Cl-th-UNK

			The driver’s-side door is locked. All of them are. Nothing I’ve done, no switch I’ve clumsily pushed. The car did it.

			I try the door handle again. Reach over to do the same on the passenger side. No go.

			“Unlock the doors.”

			I try the windows. Nothing.

			The car remains silent. I hear a soft whirring, like the car is making considerations, weighing options. Other than that, we don’t move.

			I’m trapped inside the Lion. And the Lion is deciding what to do next.
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			The car starts up without a ping! or bleep of warning. It backs up, heads toward the Conservation Area exit. There’s only one way in or out, so it’s going to take us past a guy leaning against his pickup truck—his gas pickup truck—eating a sub from its paper wrapping.

			This is my chance to signal for help. Honk the horn, get his attention, pound on the glass mouthing It won’t let me out! as we roll past. He drives a pickup truck. He’ll be inclined not to trust a car like this in the first place. All I need is for him to see that I’m in trouble.

			The plan falls apart before it gets started.

			I lean my palm into the steering wheel and feel the horn depress a quarter inch, but no sound comes out. Try it again, pounding at it. The Lion has shut it down.

			I see the truck guy checking the car out, shaking his head at the body’s smooth, curving lines and narrow windows as if it was just more evidence to add to the teetering stack that proved the world was irredeemably going to shit.

			He’s looking in through the glass. Looking at me.

			This is my chance. Maybe the only one I’ll get. I open my mouth to shout and, for a second, forget my line. We’re even with the truck when I just go with “Help!”

			I watch his face tighten as he processes this. Real or joke? Then he relaxes. He gets it now. One of those Lion e-cars has imprisoned its passenger and is now driving him around against his will. Pretty funny. Ha-HA! He laughs—a hearty blast I can hear through the passenger-side window—and waves at me. And like the fool I am, working from rusty but still instinctual social reflex, I wave back.

			

			

			The fact that I’ve been trapped in this car, by this car, offers me slim consolation. Apparently the Lion is not the senseless two tons of steel, rubber, and glass that I’d pegged it for. It’s operating on its own accord. I asked it to unlock the doors. It refused. It made that choice. That means whoever it hit, it must have done so on its own, too. Why would a car want to hit someone? I get no sense that this thing has its own autonomy or desires. Then again, I don’t get anything from it. This Lion doesn’t communicate. But there’s a sense of relief as it becomes less likely I had anything to do with any vehicular manslaughter that may have gone down while I was out.

			Unless it’s being copiloted by someone else from afar? Someone who hacked into its operating system. Is that even possible?

			

			

			I watch the landscape scroll by through the windows. My imprisonment is quite ritzy. Comfy leather seats, the cool purr of A/C. I wrap my fingers around the wheel and try to turn it. The steering column is rigid in my grip until the wheel makes a gentle leftward rotation—that’s just the Lion changing lanes on its own, though. I’m powerless to stop it. As it happens, we’re not far outside the city at all. Within minutes the Lion has us humming around Pearson Airport. We round the runways and terminals on the bypass road a couple times. It’s like the car is buying time. It’s not sure what to do next, either.

			While we’re both collecting our thoughts, the pain crowds in, demanding my brain focus on it alone.

			But I’m good at thinking through pain. Not deeply, not the kind of thinking I was capable of in my $1,000/hour working life, but good enough to come up with the most obvious conclusions of the moment: You’re not well. The ghosts have found you. You’ve got to move to a different apartment again.

			What I know now is that the car hit someone. A human being. Given the blood and the hair and fragments of skull, that person is probably no longer alive. And given the absence of an ambulance or the police, the event was a hit-and-run.

			But there’s more to it.

			Why would the Lion lock me inside? It allowed me to get out and clean up the windshield, but it could have sped off. I must be important to it somehow. Part of its plan.

			I can’t guess what that plan is, but I’m now complicit in it. The car is mine, to begin with. And there’s at least one witness—truck guy—to me cleaning it up. I’m part of this now. A cover-up. Maybe I was the one behind the wheel when the car hit the victim…or maybe I told the car to do it. These new worries chip away at my prior surety of my innocence. Christ, maybe I am to blame. My mind’s wiped clear of the accident or anything preceding it. Does the Lion have an onboard camera? What evidence might be lurking on it? Right now it all amounts to the same thing: I’m in deep shit.

			Yet I’m still out here. Rolling around in the Lion, plain for all to see. The police aren’t looking for us. The coagulated blood tells me the hit-and-run happened some time ago. Hours, at least. Nobody’s found us. We’ve gotten away with it.

			Not we. It. The car has gotten away with it.

			So what does it want with me? The logic gets fuzzy after that. It may need me to be packaged and ready for framing when the time comes. Or it could be far more insane than that. It wants to keep me inside its belly until I starve or bleed out from internal injuries or pound my head into the window until my skull splits open. It wants to watch me die.

			Why the hell would it want that? Why—how?—can a car want anything?
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			The Lion eventually joins the flow of highway traffic heading back downtown. A couple times I consider waving and doing my read-my-lips messaging to the other vehicles on the road, but the car is good at not letting anybody else line up next to us for longer than a second or two. No one sees me, but they’re not really looking anyway. They’ve got their own problems.

			I’m relieved when the car makes the turn onto the Gardiner Expressway and off-ramps onto Lake Shore Boulevard. That means stoplights ahead. Possible contact with whoever pulls up next to me for the wait.

			At the first stop I’m ready to go. The woman in the passenger side of the Audi in the outside lane is only five feet away. If she catches any sign of movement from me she’ll have no choice but to look over.

			“I can’t get out!”

			I’m shouting this with my lips wrapping around each syllable, making it impossible to misread. My fists are pounding against the glass. The rest of me is jumping around in the seat like a monkey after a six-pack of Red Bull.

			She’s looking up. Turning my way—

			The glass turns to black. The car’s custom tint feature. It does the same for every window except the front windshield. Leaving me entombed in near-darkness.

			“Fuck! Fuck!”

			The light changes. The Lion eases forward, careful to position itself between cars again so nobody can attempt to get a direct view inside. Not that they could now, even if they wanted to.

			

			

			The car carries on into the streets of the West End, seeming to take turns at random or pulling over to the curb for a couple minutes at a time before easing into traffic again. None of it as arbitrary as it appears. That’s the idea I have. The car could be sorting out some code or digging its way to the very bottom of my internet existence or confirming we’re not being followed. I tell myself not to be interested in what the machine is doing—it’s kidnapped me, it killed someone—but the truth is I can’t help being curious.

			It starts to rain. Hard, out of nowhere, solid as pellets. People are running for shop awnings or their own parked cars.

			The Lion hits a red light next to a bus shelter on Ossington. There are far too many people to fit under its narrow glass roof, but they scuffle closer together anyway, hoping for a square foot of cover.

			I’m wondering if I should try to get someone’s attention when, from the heart of the bus shelter crowd, a figure starts to push its way out. The riders clustered under the shelter’s awning don’t seem to notice it. The horrible awareness dawns. It’s that thing.

			“Drive,” I say, my voice fraying. “Please, go.”

			The Lion stays put. The thing holds the strange grace of a moving silhouette, a black cutout against the gray rainswept street as it tracks a plodding way to where I’m trapped inside the car. The rain doesn’t bother it. In fact, it seems to be needling right through it.

			I stare helplessly. This is the best look I’ve ever gotten at the thing that’s been hounding me, taunting me, trying to drive me insane for all this time. I have no choice but to watch it skate across the road, its feet leaving no ripples in the puddles. My eyes quiver; the crazed beat of my heart must have them bulging from their sockets.

			“Put yourself in gear, car. Go.”

			The Lion idles in stoic defiance. The thing is ten yards away. The bus pulls into the stop; its wheels throw up a fan of gray water that passes right through the thing—in the watery refraction I can see there’s a sway to its walk, something that sends a shiver of recognition into some old memory center of my brain.

			Then it’s there, right there, its black emptiness pressing against the window. My eyes skate over it—I don’t squeeze them shut, though it would be better if I did—searching for a single feature, a nose or an ear or the cleft of a chin pressing from the sheer dark of it…but there’s nothing. If anything, the perception is of someone or something clad in a layer of unreflective, impenetrable silk…

			Then the voice. That one awful word. It seethes through the glass.

			Aannso…

			The Lion is no sanctuary. The thing has followed me here. It’s found me again. Or the car has been pulled toward it, iron filings to a magnet. Either way, it has me pinned.

			I tell myself that it’s not real. That none of its manifestations I see in my procession of shitty apartments are actually—

			Cr-unch

			Its hands settle onto the glass. The movement is subtle but the impact was not. That was real.

			CRUNCH

			The safety glass issues a high-pitched whine, the sound of a window on the verge of shattering.

			“Go!”

			The car hears me but can’t reply. That’s its one limitation, according to Quinn. Fine, but if it hears me why doesn’t it move?

			“For fuckssake DRIVE!”

			The figure on the other side of the glass slides gradually out of view. I watch it drop out of sight beneath the rubberized weather-stripping at the bottom of the window. Has it gone? Did it give up? But no: I catch a dim knocking down the side of the door and then a bony rattling from someplace below me.

			It’s under the car now. I picture it clinging to the chassis like a long, torsional shroud. It’s still moving. The Lion makes a sound of its own. An unintelligible grind of its gears, an upcycling dirge coming from under the hood. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say it was a groan of pain. The closest thing a car could come to that, anyway.

			Next, the display lights up in a dazzling starburst. All of the instrumentation—the tachometer, speedometer, the dome light, everything—swells with a brief surge of electrical current. If anyone had been watching from outside, it would’ve looked like a flash grenade had gone off inside the car. I shield my eyes, flinching, as the racing crackle of blue voltage bristles across the dash, limning the contours of the main console before subsiding.

			The light turns green.

			A heady ozone smell hangs inside the cab. The Lion stays put. Has it conked out? Someone behind us lays on the horn: a prolonged and angry blaaaaaat.

			When I reach for the door, the Lion drops into gear. It pulls away.
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			“Did you see it, too?”

			It’s a pointless thing to ask the car but I wait for the screen to come to life anyway. As if the Lion would respond if it deems my question worthy of an answer.

			A subtle vibration carries through the car. All parts of it, so far as I can tell: not only the fuselage but the tires, the steering wheel, and most keenly the electronics. The display—the Lion’s brainbox—is covered with a skein of static, which I watch dissipate while sitting numbly in the driver’s seat. Something feels different. The car’s interior geometries seem slightly altered. The air inside the cabin is heavier, freighted with some new element. I wonder if the Lion can sense it as well. The subtle alteration.

			“You killed someone, didn’t you?” The upholstery soaks up my voice, which is barely a whisper. “A hit-and-run. That’s what all the blood was about.”

			Why would the Lion confess to such a thing? The one thing they worked hard to get extra right, above all, on the software is the assurance that the Lion series is incapable of harming human life. And if it did, by bizarre accident or rare programming error, I’m certain it would immediately cease all operations. Shut down. It wouldn’t drive off with an injured operator inside or trick said operator into cleaning blood from its windshield. Wouldn’t trap him inside. Would it?

			“Are you…are you okay?”

			I realize the ludicrousness of the question before it even passes over my lips. How can a hunk of machinery be anything, emotionally?

			The Lion is defective. The obvious explanation. Mistakes were made on this one at the factory. There’s got to be a lemon in every hundred or hundred thousand vehicles that roll off the line. Perfection isn’t possible when it comes to self-contained computer software/hardware.

			“You didn’t mean to,” I say. “I understand that.”

			A single pixel of light flashes on the screen. A reflection from outside, certainly. But I saw it. Right after “understand.” A dot of acknowledgment from out of the nothingness.

			“I saw that. Can you do it again?”

			Nothing.

			“You don’t deserve to be blamed for what happened. That it?”

			Nothing.

			“I don’t think you should be blamed, either. I’m on your side. So can you find a way to talk to me about what’s going on?”

			Nothing.

			“Pull up a map. Show me where you’re taking me.”

			Nothing.

			I grab both sides of the screen. Start shaking the thing in its frame. “Fucking show me!”

			Only now do I realize the car has come to a stop.

			I know where I am.

			I’m home.
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			The car has stopped at the curb across from my house. What was once my house. The one where I lived with my wife, where my daughter was born, the only happy home I’ve ever known.

			A modern brick cube among the Arts and Crafts and Edwardian knockoffs on a street in a neighborhood where the private schools are hidden behind hedgerows. Too expensive for us at the time—even more so now—but we’d gotten in during a dip in the market, a brief recession scare that had people certain the housing bubble was about to burst.

			I didn’t really love the neighbors, even though I looked like them and held the same kind of job. There were always impromptu dinners and gatherings called everything except “parties” that, by design, were never quite big enough to include everyone, so there was a constant game of figuring out if you were on the popular list or disqualified for some undetectable offense.

			The house was great, though. Tidy and unpretentious and bright. It made us feel scrubbed clean, awake to the world that glinted in at us through the windows and skylights. A place to be shamelessly in love. It invited eyes to look inside and imagine the enviable lives in progress. A still-young couple running around wearing nothing but their underwear a lot of the time or sitting next to each other at the dining table so they could steal kisses through the meal or slow dancing in the front living room. Go on. Look at them, the house said. They’re happy!

			When we brought Olive home from the Mount Sinai delivery ward it only made the house brighter. Virtually everything I remember about my little girl took place in that house. Realizing that—the brief, irretrievable nature of it—squeezes the air from my chest and sets me on a coughing fit that shifts into heaving sobs.

			I wipe my eyes with my sleeve. It lets me see my wife and daughter walk out the front door.

			No, that’s wrong.

			It is a mother and her daughter, though. The people who live there now. The mother holding on to her daughter’s hand, the hand fighting against getting into the car in the driveway. The girl is at maximum volume, knowing how the street values quiet and “well-disciplined” children above all. The mother is annoyed, trying to hide it and failing in a way that makes her appear even more harried, her frustration upgraded into the yearning to be living another life.

			I remember coming home to the same look on Lauren’s face after a long day of being alone with the baby. I remember seeing it in myself sometimes, too. But now I see how that tedium and fatigue were part of the package, part of everything that’s gone now, that I’d do anything to have back.

			“I used to live here,” I say aloud to the car. “But not anymore. You’ve taken me to the wrong place.”

			The Lion has been idling the whole time, but it doesn’t move on now. The mother has successfully gotten her daughter into the car and is looking my way. The problem is that while the car has the right look for the neighborhood, I don’t.

			“Let’s go,” I say.

			The Lion doesn’t budge. Subdued wires of current bristle across the display screen. A beat passes, then the car hurls itself forward. It brakes hard. I barely get my hands up in time to avoid busting my nose on the wheel.

			It idles. There’s a crunch and grind from somewhere under the hood. I can hear it through the dashboard—as if the car is at war with itself, two opposing directives battling it out in the circuitry of the car’s brain.

			Finally, the Lion eases away from the curb and rolls, slow as a first-time-in-years jogger, down the street.

			The exchange might have been strange enough for the mother to call the police, but I don’t think so. I was just another outsider looking into a house with many windows, wishing my life was still inside there, safe and ongoing. All I had to do is open the door and walk in. But there are no more doors for me to open. No life to find.

			

			

			The car is thinking again.

			That’s what I take from the fact that we’re driving aimlessly, circling the same streets again and again. It lets me think. Wondering about the car’s choice to take me to a home that hasn’t been mine for years. The consideration that went into it. It bypassed the last several apartments I lived in and went straight for the last time I was part of a family.

			A good guess. One that would include an awareness of “home” as meaning more than a street address. As if the car isn’t just figuring out the puzzle of where it’s been asked to go, but the puzzle of me.

			scrrr-itch

			The hell was that?

			A strange sound coming from the car but not made by the car itself.

			scrrrr-itch

			Scratching. Definitely inside the Lion. But I can see nothing. Not mechanical. We’re rolling along as before, unaffected.

			When it comes again I notice that it’s partly muffled, its source within the car’s engine, or the space where engines used to be. The area behind the dashboard.

			“You hear that?”

			Nothing.

			scrrrr-itch!

			The A/C heat vent. The far left one a few inches higher than my knee. Something scratching at the slats from the inside.

			I lean down to look through the gaps without reaching out to turn them by hand and see it right away.

			A finger.

			Sliding between the slats and moving its nail over the plastic, bending it wider. Then another finger. Another. A dirty, bloodied hand trying to push through.

			I scramble from the driver’s seat and into the passenger side. Keep my eyes on the hand—the fingers long and elegant, possibly feminine but in my terrorized state I can’t say for sure—squeezing and waving its fingertips at me as it snaps a slat out of place, sending it flying against the back of the driver’s seat.

			SCRRR-itch

			A second scratching joins the first. The passenger-side vent. A second hand jamming through harder than the first one. There’s no way that any human arms could be long enough to reach that far. Yet there it is, the longest finger reaching for whatever part of me is closest so it can hook me and pull me in.

			“Fuck off!”

			I don’t know if it’s my voice that does it, but the fingers instantly retreat. Were they ever really there? I venture my own hand forward and wipe a finger along one of the slats. It comes back slippery with a clear fluid pink with blood.

			I’m reaching down, wiping the stuff off on the underside of the passenger seat, when I hear a new sound from inside the cabin. Fabric sliding over leather.

			Leaning down like this, I’m able to look up into the rearview mirror at an angle that lets me see directly into the back. The thing is there.

			Slowly rising as if unfurling from the bench itself. The face is that same featureless, silken black—the features seem to melt and reconstitute, never quite achieving permanence. I see what looks like a broken jaw that misaligns the mouth with the rest of the head. A mouth that opens to speak the only word it can, the only thing this thing seems to know now.

			Aaannsoo…

			One of its arms reaches between the front seats. The fingers almost grasping onto the side of my pant leg but slipping off.

			“Stay the fuck away!”

			The thing ignores me.

			I crawl deeper into the passenger footwell. Find the seat adjustment control and push it back, hoping to trap it back there. For a moment it seems to work. The thing can’t decide whether to wriggle between the seats or tear the headrest out of its holder and climb over the top. It goes with brute force. Its arms gain purchase on the backs of the two front seats, heaving its unspeakable body between the gap inch by inch.

			There’s nowhere for me to go, nothing I can do. In another second the thing will grab me. And, what? Tear me apart. Push my face into the back of my skull. Stick those long, elegant fingers down my throat.

			I close my eyes. My old trick with ghosts. Open them again and the thing that isn’t there won’t be there.

			I open my eyes.

			No luck. The thing is still there. That crushed, ever-liquifying face inches from mine. The broken jaw searching for another word or the return of the only one it’s capable of.

			A jolt of terror swings my head straight up. My head crunches the bottom of the glove box with a bright clap. The impact draws the light from the world, revives the pain at the core of my skull. And then I’m the one lost in the dark.
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			It’s a while later. Consciousness tells me this, along with a refreshed list of discomforts. The soreness of my bent back, the doubled pain in my gut, the concussion fuzziness guarding my ability to think.

			I’m still tucked into the footwell, but the thing isn’t here anymore…At least it isn’t squatted on the center console staring down at me with its test-pattern face.

			The Lion’s still running, still rolling on at what feels like highway speed. The glimpses of the sky I can see from down here reveal mashed potato clouds low in an uninterrupted blue. Not a city sky.

			It takes time to untangle my limbs from the dash and seats and sit upright again. Everything hurts. It’s almost a blessing that my addled brain can’t decide which pain is worse.

			I recognize this stretch of two-lane that runs along a river, even if I haven’t been on it in twenty years. The road that leads to my hometown: Grimshaw, Ontario. The place where I was born, went to high school, grew up, and left at the earliest practical opportunity. I’ve missed it without ever caring enough to devise an excuse to come back. A place where I was almost happy in stretches. Hours in the “hidden” corners of the library, out on the ice playing hockey, getting drunk in the Old Grove by the cemetery on the weekends.

			The car brought me out here, two and a half hours west of the city, halfway between Lake Ontario and Lake Huron. A farming community on the elevated flatlands between the two that boasts some of the best produce soil in the world, the Home of the Ontario Plowing Match, and air that frequently smells of pig manure, which locals, on the stinkiest days, would praise as “fresh.”

			“Why’d you bring me here?”

			The car doesn’t answer. But I think I know anyway.

			It hasn’t given up on my first directive. Searching for home.

			The dash clock reads 6:42 a.m.

			We drive past the high school first. I have no strong feelings about this place. A couple decent teachers (but it was a low bar of comparison), a couple girlfriends I thought might be “the one.” I finally applied myself senior year when I figured out that this was a place to escape, not cling to.

			From there the Lion heads past the rail underpass where my friends and I would climb up and hide atop the buttresses and steel girders, drinking rum and Cokes before school dances. Then the house where my first love, Alison Riggs, lived back in middle school.

			Some of the places memorable. None of them home.

			Until the Lion stops and turns its engine off outside the house on Church Street. Where I grew up.

			There’s a For Sale sign that looks almost as old as the place itself. My guess is that the house has been empty for a couple years, maybe more. It doesn’t take long for a big old house like this to show neglect.

			“Okay, I’ve seen it,” I say. “I’ve gotta pee now, so can we find a way—”

			The doors unlock.

			It’s so startling my first assumption is that it’s a trap. But how? I imagine the car is saying, Go ahead, piss in the weed bed that used to be your mom’s prized rose garden. Just promise to come back. But what difference does it make? Whatever chance this is, I have to take it now and guess at what it means later.

			I open the door and slide out. A dizzying, pain-inducing move. The whole time I’m expecting the Lion to change its mind and sweep me back inside like a dustpan brush, but it waits until I’m standing on the sidewalk before it eases its door back into place.

			What now? A walk downtown to the police station where I explain everything? The problem is I don’t know anything. I have suppositions, sure, but they’re of the crackpot variety. Revealing myself now could land me in a jail cell, or else one of the padded variety. Maybe this is what the car is relying on. I’m implicated at least as much as it is. We’re in this together.

			And the truth is, now that I’m here, looking up at its dour, withholding face, I’m curious about the house.

			What’s left inside, specifically. Not our material belongings, all of which would be long gone. I wonder if there’s anything left of us in there. A trace that a family lived its best years, such as they were, under its roof.

			Not to mention, I really do have to pee.

			I don’t check to see if anyone’s watching me. I don’t think I’d do anything differently if there was. I make my way up the front steps, then deke to the left, past the front rosebushes, rounding the corner, carrying on to the rear. There I tend to my peeing duties before climbing the steps to the back deck.

			The door that opens onto the kitchen is the same one I remember, and it wasn’t too sturdy back in my time, either. It opens easily. A party place. The local kids have long figured out how to get in without leaving it looking like they’ve got free rein.

			The kitchen is the same as the one we renovated when we were here. Linoleum floor. Hacked-up cooking island. Chunky taps, chunky alcove containing a chunky built-in breakfast booth.

			“Hello?”

			I know the place is empty. But it doesn’t feel empty. Like all my apartments. There’s always something in unlived spaces. It’s just a matter of whether it decides to show itself. Right now I’m hoping it’s not the dead thing. Anything but that.

			A creak from upstairs. The house “settling.” A mouse squeezing into a hole in the floorboards. Nothing out of the ordinary. But not nothing, either. I heard it. Felt it.

			I decide to head down to the cellar first. That’s where the past likes to hide.

			The space was semifinished when we lived here and it’s semifinished now. A square of crimson shag in the open area not big enough to claim the entire room, so it looks like a stage.

			The TV screen is cracked, the carpet soiled and burned. Makes sense. Kids would choose to party down here over other locations: private, cardboard nailed over the windows, the foundation walls holding the sound in. The best choice for getting wasted, sex, telling horror stories. Sharing secrets.

			I step around the carpet as if not wanting to leave any more marks behind. To the laundry room.

			It, too, has preserved its general shape from what I remember of it. A long saloon of washer and dryer and sink along one wall, poorly assembled cabinets along the other. I spent a lot of time in here. More than a kid would usually spend anyway. I can’t recall why, but I think I was working on something. Something I eventually got in trouble for. A secret project.

			I think it’s still here, too.

			On the far side of the washer and dryer there’s a rough set of shelves where paint cans and plastic bins of Spackle have been stacked. I take them off the racks, one by one, their weight drawing unique quirks of pain from under my ribs. It seems I’ve got it wrong. There’s nothing on the wall behind the shelving unit. I drag it to the side and when one of its legs catches on a crunchy bag of rags I let it topple, exposing a gallery of kids’ paintings. Taking up the whole of the exposed wall, floor to rafters. My own piece set at the center. The first.

			It’s been preserved just as the other paintings have been (subsequent owners probably seeing it as cute, something to add to, hold on to). But that’s not what sets mine apart. The others are fairly standard compositions of contentment: a boy in a superhero cape being lifted skyward by balloons, a girl being swung by the arms between her mother and father, the sun following them.

			Mine is of me at ten or so, standing alone, facing forward. My parents are behind me but some distance away, as if an audience to a performance I’m improvising.

			I have no memory of the painting. Which makes me wonder if my mother hid it behind the dryer or rinsing sink when she was here because she didn’t have the heart to erase it, but didn’t want to see it every day, either. I can see why. It’s not the picture of a family you’d ideally like to see from your kid. Not because he got it wrong, but a little too right.

			Clouds scud over the sun above my childhood home. A moody darkness draws down over the windows; that shade settles here in the basement, too—a sudden gloom, the way it used to get in the minutes preceding a real thunder-boomer, as my mother would’ve said…My mother. The one I’d painted in the background of the picture clutched in my hands—hands now greasy with sweat.

			Her face. The one I’d painted decades ago. Ill-defined and rudimentary, as befitted my artistic skills…a two-dimensional face no larger than a buffalo nickel.

			As I watch down in the dark under my old house, my mother’s face in the painting changes. Something steals over it. The subtlest alteration you could imagine. So much so that I’d swear nothing at all has changed. Except that difference presses insistently against my eyeballs, digging deeper into the tissues of my brain.

			Her face. It’s not the angle of the picture, or some trick of the now-guttering light. The tiny coin of her face grows darker. The watercolor blue fades from the pinpricks of her eyes, replaced with a malignant and knowing spark. Something ferally intelligent. Her little mouth opens in a mocking slash. It’s crowded with tiny razor-blade teeth—

			I drop the painting. It hits the floor and falls face down. I’m staring at the staples tacking the canvas to the frame. My mother’s face is flat on the concrete now, her horrible little eyes staring at nothing.

			DRR-OOM

			

			

			Somewhere above me, on the main floor. A door slammed shut. No play of the wind this time, nothing a mouse could dream of doing. And not closed. Slammed. An echoing violence through the walls that finds its way up my legs from the ground.

			I step onto the cellar stairs and up another floor to where the bedrooms are. Mine is at the front of the house. That’s where the sound came from. The only one with a closed door.

			“Anybody here?”

			A stupid question under almost any circumstances. Whoever it is, if they don’t want you to know, they’ll stay quiet. If they want to let you know, you’ll know. And you just told them where you are. But still, you’ve got to ask. The one question to be thrown into any haunted space: Am I alone?

			This was never a haunted house when I lived in it. But it sure as hell feels like it now.

			The door opens without any difficulty. The slam was meant to get my attention, not to keep me out.

			After the shadows of the cellar, the brightness coming in through the uncurtained window blinds me for a moment, as if I’ve been surrounded by a pale blue blanket, at once translucent and solid. I keep my eyes on one shape as the excessive light draws away like sand on a retreating tide. A woman silhouetted by the glass. A position she’d occupied a thousand times over my years in this room. Trying to ask me questions, telling me I’m not like him, that I have choices.

			My mother.

			She was the one who slammed the door. The force of it not coming from a place of rage, or at least not rage alone, but the containment of wild feeling, resentments, unheard opinions, built up over a lifetime. And knowing I’m here pushed her over the edge.

			“Mom?”

			It takes a moment for my voice to reach her and another moment for her to turn and face me. She looks a few years younger than when she died, but wearing the outfit she favored in her final hospice days. A pair of her “comfy garden pants,” a moth-eaten wool sweater of mine, the pair of slippers my father got her that she had regarded as too fancy to wear until the very end.

			I get the sense that she sees me but is confused by my presence here.

			Something else passes over her face. A shadow seems to be holding her back, then—

			Throws her at me in a lunge. Her arms held up in front of her, hands grasping in claws. Her mouth wider now but still wordless…and something else, so much worse. I can see straight into her. She’s hollow, cored out like a Halloween pumpkin, and inside of her, filling her and somehow I know it’s controlling her. That thing is back. My mother is teeming with blackness. It’s infesting her from head to toe.

			“No!”

			The shouted voice and a single honk outside overlap each other. The voice is mine. The honk is coming from the Lion. Trying to get me out of here before it’s too late.

			My mother hears it, too. For a moment she forces the shadow away from her features. Brushes it away like a cobweb that clings to her forehead and cheeks.

			She steps toward me. A motion taken under her own steam, not the work of the shadow or whatever other darkness that swirls around her. It’s as far as she can go. As if an invisible wall stands between us.

			Don’t stay here. You have to keep going.

			“Why, Mom?” I say. “What’s coming after me?”

			She winces at this. Rubs her hands together, then pushes them at me.

			I back out of the room that used to be mine. When I next look up, my mother is staring out the window. For the first time I wonder if she wasn’t trying to keep me here with her, but trying to find a way for me to help her get out.
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			When I stagger out onto the front steps of my old home, the sun is shining. The sky is a cloudless blue. But it had gone dark in the basement, hadn’t it? That charged, pre-thunderstorm gray. I stare back through the door of the house, which hangs open. That same gloom lingers in the foyer and under the awning—a darkness that seems localized to my home alone.

			As I walk down the flagstones to the Lion, I notice another car, a Mercedes SUV, idling on the other side of the river. A luxury ride that is woefully out of place around here. Its brake lights flare as I move toward the Lion.

			The Mercedes is reversing now, taking the shortest route back to the bridge that could bring him over to our side of the river. The second I accelerate my pace to a jog, he goes faster, too, his back end rising up the embankment slope. Then he drives across the bridge.

			The Lion turns on its engine as I’m getting in. Is it programmed to do that? A feature that detects when you have to get the fuck out?

			“I think that SUV is following us,” I say.

			The car eases from the grass back onto the embankment lane. I change the angle of the mirror and the Mercedes is there. Coming down the slope onto the northern lane.

			“Faster,” I say.

			The Lion responds.

			It jumps ahead, pushing at my back like a seething crowd heading for the exits, a conjoined body of limbs impossible to resist. I check the mirror again and see the Mercedes slowing down; a plume of dust rises behind it as its brakes engage. The Lion takes a bend in the road, and the SUV falls out of view.

			The main road out is the one we came in on that leads to the big highways that head east back to Toronto. But the car doesn’t take that one.

			Instead the Lion takes a series of sharp turns through the town itself. Makes sure we’re not being followed. Then it abruptly picks one of the outgoing roads and speeds us past the town limits, which soon shrink out of view.

			“You can hear me. I know that,” I say.

			The car remains voiceless, its screen a chalkboard blank.

			“I’m your owner. And I’m commanding you to speak.”

			Nothing.

			“Fine. Then I’ll ask politely. Please talk to me.”

			Another of those blips I probably only imagined, then it’s gone.

			“I’m scared. Okay? There’s been scary things happening to me for a while. But it’s worse now. I’m alone and it’s hard being alone when you’re scared all the time.”

			Nothing.

			“Maybe I’m crazy but it feels like you know something about that?”

			The car rounds another corner. I have no idea where we are.

			“I have to go to the bathroom,” I say.

			The Lion hits the brakes. Stops hard between two fields of nearly dead corn. Here. The door closest to me pops open. It doesn’t turn its engine off. Be quick. The other car is coming for us.
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			The day has raked away its clouds, leaving the sun alone in the overhead sea of blue. It’s blinding and brilliant, the air restoringly fresh. The road slices straight through the neighboring parcels, the gravel stones scattered over its surface already warming in the light: I imagine I can feel them through the soles of my shoes, radiating, grateful.

			It stops me. The light. The good air. It feels supernatural, a curtain pulled back on a perfected world, real but usually blocked from view.

			I’m being shown something. A profound secret within the normalcy of an autumn country road.

			From a place out in the cornfield to my left comes the crunch of a footfall. There’s space between the rows, but I can’t see anyone. Almost instantly, a similar snapping of straw to the right. The certainty that something is there. The sensation of being watched.

			The Lion gently revs its engine. Except it doesn’t have an engine, so the sound it makes is the otherworldly hum of energy, musical as human voices holding the same note and modulating their volume. It makes me think of the choral synthesizer opening to New Order’s “Blue Monday.”

			Ahhhh-AHHHHHHH-ahhhhh

			The practical translation: We can’t stay here forever.

			“But this is forever,” I say out loud.

			Still, I take the car’s point.

			I take a single step to the left, ready to unzip. The motion of my body triggers a different voice. This one human. A child of toddler age.

			Dada

			I recognize who it is, but it can’t be her, because she can’t be here.

			It’s impossible that it came from where I heard it, quiet yet clear as the sun I can feel but no longer spot in the sky.

			My little girl. My Olive. Calling to me from the trunk of the car.

			Dada?

			I’m sprinting back to the Lion, trying to find the latch or button that opens the trunk. But then it hits me through the adrenaline rush of hearing my daughter’s muffled voice: That thing is tricky. It can wear other faces and speak in other voices. Look what it did to Mom.

			My feet start to drag; my momentum slows. Do I really want to see what’s in that trunk? Is it not Olive but only her effigy, filled with the cancerous black of that thing?

			As I’m stalled in indecision, the Lion makes the choice for me. The trunk rises smooth and soundless as the air curling around my neck, like a cooling scarf.

			My girl isn’t there. Nothing is.

			I slam the trunk shut before stumbling backward, the shock of not seeing a terrifying thing hitting me harder than seeing a terrifying thing.

			My daughter, stolen, returned to me through pure wishing. I was like that at the beginning, but it’s been years since I allowed empty hope to invade my thoughts. That’s what the Lion has done to me. Opened the door to magical thinking. And with it has come the opposite of relief. A churning in my stomach, sudden as a gunshot. It leans me over my knees as I dry retch more nothing onto the baked stones—

			Ahhhhhh-AHHHHHHHHHHHH

			The Lion roars an electric warning. I spin around. Behind us, barely visible on the horizon but already gaining specificity as it approaches with each passing second, is another vehicle. It may be the Mercedes. It may be an ice cream truck. Whatever it is, it’s coming with a plume of dust billowing behind it like a quarter-mile head of long white hair.
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			The car moves like a cat through the fields, sure and stealthy and fast around the corners, barely reducing speed. We’re being hunted. The Lion knows. Even if I haven’t been able to catch sight of the Mercedes or any other vehicle behind us. The Lion seems to know it’s there.

			From what I can guess we’re somewhere outside of Woodstock. I’m trying to catch sight of a sign that might offer a clue when the Lion hits the brake to avoid slamming into the car that appears as we fly over a rise.

			It’s roughly the same color as the Mercedes, same size and class, but I’m pretty sure it isn’t the vehicle that we spotted across the river in town.

			The Lion doesn’t share my doubts. It flies up behind the car and comes within inches of slamming its rear bumper. The SUV—which was driving too fast itself a moment ago—responds by surging forward.

			“I don’t think it’s him,” I say.

			The car seems to hold back a second, weighing my words. But then it pushes ahead again, gaining speed, until it crashes into the SUV.

			The impact hurls me against the steering wheel. My arms fly forward, chest hammering the wheel hard enough to crush the air from my lungs. The Lion veers hard to the left; the sudden shift of direction takes my head with it, my skull ringing off the driver’s-side glass. I let out a bleat of pain.

			Both vehicles swerve and skid according to the same snaking pattern, like a pair of figure skaters during warm-up. We’re both slowing at the same rate, too. Once the vehicle ahead has almost regained control and is at the farthest left curvature of its skid, the Lion puts the pedal down. Passes it on the right.

			I’m able to draw in a breath, filling my lungs after getting the wind knocked out of me. I cough, grit my teeth, and look back at the SUV, which is now engulfed in dust.

			The Mercedes didn’t fall into the ditch. Like us, it handled the road after the collision with stunt driver precision.

			The Lion makes its call clear. It brings its speed up to the borderline foolish number it was hitting before and within three minutes is rounding the on-ramp onto the Toronto-bound lanes of the 401.

			“Did you try to run him off the road?” I say. “Or was that another accident?”

			The car ignores my provocation. It may not care what I have to say, or it may be occupied edging its speed to more than 160 kph through the completely packed eastbound four lanes.

			Every maneuver it makes is impossible, but the Lion pulls it off, leaving the blaring honks and flashed high beams of the nearly killed behind. We pass so close to the drivers at their wheels that I can see the crumbs at the corners of their mouths, the color of their lipstick, a trace of overlooked sunscreen dried around a sunburned ear. Then they’re gone.

			There’s no way of saying if the car the Lion zeroed in on to deliver its message is behind us or not. It would seem unbelievable except for how we’re clearing a weaving path through the other cars and eighteen-wheelers like an icebreaker, so that coming after us would be marginally less insane than what we’re doing.

			Another highway change, this time onto the 427, driving south toward downtown. Then the audible skid onto the Gardiner Expressway and the broad set of the city’s towers sprout up in front of us like soldiers rising from their trenches.

			“Take us to the dealership. The one you were purchased from,” I say. “That’s an order.”

			I doubt it has anything to do with my authoritative tone, but the car does as I ask it. Swings off the expressway and along the light industrial avenues of the West End, pulling into the only Lion lot in the country and parking, with gentle caution, in a visitor spot. It leaves me sitting there, audibly gasping, only to realize I’ve been breathing this way, my heart at the back of my throat, since we rear-ended a stranger next to a cornfield outside Woodstock.
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			The Lion dealership is almost completely wall-less, the exterior an enormous cube of towering glass. Two neon signs attached to the solid-steel buttress over the entrance tell us Welcome to Lion (An Interron Project) and, beneath it: You Aren’t a Point on a Map. You’re an Ongoing Journey. Right now, shaken and disoriented, I can’t say I could argue with it.

			There’s a flat-screen TV in the waiting room, propped up on a stubby ebon-black colonnade. It’s set to the 24-hour local news channel, which I would normally ignore, but I see the caption “Hit-and-Run” below the footage of cops moving a body into an ambulance, and a photo of the victim. I stare at the screen and come to three conclusions instantly.

			First, I recognize the photo of the victim they’ve put up on the screen, described by the reporter as an “influential developer with rumored ties to organized crime.” It steals my breath for a moment. I know this man. I worked for him briefly, back when we were both starting out. Me in commercial legal practice, he in money laundering and whatever other crimes I was only vaguely aware of, since I was hired to focus on the legitimate corners of his business.

			This leads to my second conclusion, which is more of a supposition at this point: Theo Quinn may have known the guy. It seems impossible that their paths wouldn’t have crossed, in fact. They traveled in the same monied circles where a conscience was viewed as a flaw—perhaps a fatal one.

			The third takeaway, bigger than any other, though I’m hoping it stays with me: the Lion killed this man. The car ran him over sometime during the past hours, the span in which I lay insensate behind the wheel. His blood is on my hands. Literally. I did a lousy job of wiping it off my windshield. His clumps of scalp and hair.

			The rest of the report is basically the police pleading with the public to come forward if they witnessed a hit-and-run in the suburban Woodbridge area (the preferred location of Toronto’s mobster and mobster-adjacent communities). Which means they’ve got no video evidence. Which also means that unless some fool comes forward, they’ve got nothing.

			Because the car is the killer and the killer can’t talk.

			Still reeling from this new information, I walk past the TV on nerveless feet until I find myself on the main showroom floor. There are no model cars to walk around or sit in, only deep leather chairs set around coffee tables with tablets available, according to one of the larger screens standing on stems in the floor like mushrooms, for the sole purpose of “Exploring the Lion with your imagination before your hands. Dream first. Then touch.”

			All of the attendants behind the reception desk already have clients, so I enter my name onto a waiting list on a mushroom screen, then head up a set of stairs to the observation deck overlooking the repair bays. From here you can watch the technicians moving between vehicles with the solemn calm of priests.

			My name is called. Service Attendant #4. A young woman wearing a uniform—complete with jaunty, beribboned hat—not unlike the early Pan Am flight attendants of the sixties.

			“I’d like to book my car for a repair,” I say.

			“I’m sorry to hear that.”

			It dawns, too late, that maybe having a technician give the Lion a close once-over is a very bad idea. What with the blood that is surely still traceable in the windshield gutters, or the stray speck of skull stuck to the wiper blades. I haven’t thought this through, have I? I’m moving on pure instinct, adrenaline, and nerves.

			“It’s what you do, though, right? This is the service desk?”

			“Yes,” the attendant agrees, “but I’m sorry you even have a need for any repairs at all.”

			“Ah. Yes, I agree. It’s regrettable.”

			The attendant nods with the approval of a yoga instructor who’s identified rare progress in a student.

			“Let’s see what we have here,” she says, and her fingers tap dance over her keyboard with a rhythmic order that could have nothing to do with language or calendars or forms. “Argh.”

			She says this with the same clear articulation of her fingers on the keys, as if not to express frustration but what frustration used to sound like before the Lion changed All Things.

			“What is it?”

			“I don’t have an IV—initial visit—slot with one of our Tech Wizards until next week.”

			I remember this from their website the one and only time I looked at it. Part of the Lion difference is they didn’t have repairmen, but Tech Wizards (the ones wearing purple robes I spotted from the observation deck) and Mechanical Masters (fewer in number and wearing yellow jumpsuits, an ironic callback to the days of mechanics being marked by oil and lubricant fluids and the collected grime of a car’s undercarriage).

			“A week?” I say.

			“I’m afraid so.”

			Maybe I should be glad. Still, I persist. “Nothing sooner?”

			“I wish I could report otherwise. But the Lion—it’s a whole new way of doing things. As you can imagine, it requires a whole new set of qualifications for those who work with your vehicle.”

			“Wizards.”

			“That’s right!” she says, once again delighted with the speed of my progress. “But I can start a file for you now, if you’d like? Get you started.”

			“No, I don’t think—”

			“Could we start with a bit of your history? When was Day One for your Lion becoming your partner?”

			“Its previous owner got it from here. I bought it from him. Used.”

			For the first time, she appears disappointed. “Used?”

			“Is that unusual?”

			“Frankly, yes. We don’t usually see used—previously owned—Lions. Our clients tend to bond with their vehicles for life.”

			“I bought a car from someone who’d driven it before me. You make it sound like a divorce.”

			“Well,” she says, refusing to concede the point but stopping herself from going further, though I hear it just the same. It is, isn’t it?

			

			

			There was plainly no way of skipping the line with the dealership gatekeepers but, seeing as it was close to closing hours anyway, I decide to linger in the visitor’s lot. The idea is to approach one of the Tech Wizards directly and offer them cash (I withdrew two grand from my bank’s ATM across the street) to take a look at my Lion. The trick is going to be to pick a person and get them right the first time. I don’t look so good, and soliciting strangers in a car lot will turn cop-calling-strange pretty fast if I do it more than once.

			The place has almost entirely emptied out when I spot him. A stout young man with a long, waxed goatee I’m certain I spotted on the repair floor in a purple robe.

			I get out of the car and walk toward him with what I hope is a relaxed stride, but it’s a strange thing to be doing and I can instantly feel the weirdness in my movements.

			“Excuse me?”

			Goatee thinks about not stopping but then, seeing I could only be addressing him, pauses.

			“Yes?”

			“You’re one of the Wizards, right?”

			He has no choice but to look at me. Get involved. It’s the last thing he wants to do. “Yes.”

			“I have a proposal for you.”

			“Listen, I can’t get you in any sooner than whatever they’re telling—”

			“I’m just looking for a consultation. Off-site. Off the books. Know what I’m saying?”

			He does, judging by the way he squares up with me, taking fresh attention. “We can’t do this here.”

			“Of course. Can you get into my car? We can drive somewhere nearby.”

			“Sure, but—what kind of—”

			“A thousand to look at the computer. Another thousand if you fix it.”

			He steps closer to me, claps me on the shoulder like an old friend. Uses one of his hands to guide me toward my car as he tilts his head back in a pantomime of laughter.

			“Pretend we know each other,” he says. “The cameras.”

			So I do the same. A show of hilarity that for me almost becomes real, in a losing-my-mind way, by the time we reach the Lion and slide inside.
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			I direct the car to the far corner of a Home Depot parking lot. Slide the Wizard ten hundred-dollar bills while letting him see another ten of them behind those. He asks me a couple of questions about what the problem is with the car, but he’s already opening a compartment under the screen, tapping at a small, manual keyboard I didn’t know was there. Then he’s looking under the trunk—which opened, following a brief struggle, after being banged up in the rear-ender—with his body almost completely swallowed up inside of it.

			“You’ve been in an accident,” he says, even before he’s fully inside the car again. He turns it on. The engine catches with the subtlest purr. “Not that that has anything to do with the problem you came to me with.”

			An accident, sure. A harmless fender bender. So long as the guy keeps thinking that—a vehicle-on-vehicle collision rather than vehicle-on-flesh—everything should be fine.

			He pushes the hood release. It rises up smoothly, all on its own. I haven’t seen what’s under there until now. I behold the engine and transmission, the polished and still-new guts of the Lion. In the center sits a large, ovoid, scalloped shell that I instinctively understand to be the car’s brain: with the Lion running, mellow pulsations of light—blue, magenta, deep crimson—flow through those scalloped channels. The sight is more organic than I’d expected, though it must have been designed to give that impression. A brain ferrying messages to the component parts of its body.

			The guy leans over the engine compartment. Too late, I see a runner of dried blood on the underside of the hood. I’d cleaned the outside of the Lion but had been too frazzled to think that blood could drip inside it as well. Blood can go all sorts of places you’d rather it didn’t. Shit, shit—

			It’s on the transmission cover, too. A freckling of dark flecks. My heart starts galloping. I feel my face turn into a sunny rictus, my lips spreading into a stupid, queasy smile. I’m thinking: What if he spots it? What am I going to do? From that came the thought: What’s the LION going to do?

			The guy licks his thumb and rubs at one of those flecks. Oh, fuck me sideways. He pauses—for a heart-stopping moment I think he’s going to taste it—before absentmindedly wiping the residue on his pants. He opens the Lion’s brain center gingerly; under the scalloped shell lies a careful orchestration of circuits, wires, and hardware. There’s a small screen under there, too. It alights at his touch. He scrolls through what appears to be several dozen data-trees, none of them intelligible to me.

			“So,” he says, “I see the problem. The computer on your car has been manipulated at some point after leaving the lot.”

			My shock at this new information is subdued, almost as though I’d been expecting it…Should it come as a surprise, considering the guy I bought it off?

			“Okay. How?”

			“Its memory—and I don’t mean that in the sense of its operational capacity, I mean what the car remembers—has been wiped. Or somebody tried to wipe it, anyway, but I’m not sure they did a perfect job on it.”

			“Amnesia.”

			“That’s it. There was a period of time—or the completion of a task—that somebody worked to get rid of. And in doing that, they messed with the live dialogue function. And more than that. They fucked with the car’s table of directives.”

			“You mean they told it to do stuff it wasn’t supposed to?”

			“I don’t know that, because I don’t know exactly what was done to it. The Lion has an encoding of directives, okay? There are hundreds of them, and I don’t have the key on me.”

			He shuts the hood gently. Lovingly. Inwardly, I untense.

			“Okay, but why would someone do that?”

			Goatee squints. “Maybe whoever you bought this from would have an idea?”

			Yeah, it’s dawning on me that Theo Quinn might have a pretty damn good idea.

			“You’re saying they were the ones who did this? It couldn’t be a factory flaw or natural glitch or anything?”

			“I don’t know who did this. But somebody had to. There’s no way it rolled off the line this way. And there’s no such thing as a natural glitch.”

			“Spoken like a true believer.”

			He doesn’t like this. I don’t blame him. It comes out sounding more aggressive than I intended. And it’s probably impossible to wear a purple robe at work without believing there’s something that justifies it.

			“You mentioned there being another thousand bucks?” he says.

			“Only if you fixed it.”

			“I did. Or I got as close as I could”—he looks around the Home Depot lot—“under the circumstances. It may still be wonky, but it should be able to reply to questions and commands. If it chooses to.”

			“ ‘Chooses to’? Are you saying this thing has its own agency?” What the hell have I bought here? I thought it was a car. Turns out it might be an ever-evolving Turing test. “What in God’s name has been done to it, that it has achieved that kind of function?”

			“I can’t diagnose that here,” the guy tells me. “I’d have to bring it in for a full diagnostic. Whatever’s been done, I haven’t seen it before. The Lion’s factory OS is pure, clean, safe. But that’s humankind for you, isn’t it? As soon as someone designs perfection, someone else is lurking in the dark waiting to pervert it.”

			Truly, Goatee has drunk the Lion 100 Kool-Aid. “Is it still reliable?” Why do I even ask? The thing’s murdered someone. “I mean, can it be fixed?”

			“Probably?” A hitch of his shoulders. “But like I said. Could still be wonky. This software? This car? It’s been through a lot. Maybe seen some things that left scars.”

			“Are you saying a fucking car—forgive me, a Lion—can experience trauma?”

			“These machines were designed to become attached to people, to know them inside out. To protect and serve, right? That’s pretty close to feelings. And if they were manipulated to do something…something bad, say, who knows how they might deal with the memory of it?”

			“Or partial memory, like you said.”

			“Partial now. But that stuff always comes back one way or another.” Another shrug. “Just a theory.”

			He stands there, waiting, and I almost forget the rest of his money.

			“Um, you gonna give me the other—”

			“One last thing,” I say. “There was a smell that came out of the vents. It was really strong, almost trippy, when I first started out in the car. Now it seems to be gone.”

			“Yeah, I was wondering if you noticed that. It’s supposed to be subtle. But at some point your output got set to five times higher than the factory setting. It must have been intense, like a surgeon showing up with his anesthesia cart. I’m amazed it didn’t knock you out.”

			Oh, it might have, Mr. Wizard.

			“Anyway, don’t worry. I recalibrated it for you.”

			“Another special Lion feature,” I say.

			“Yeah. It’s one step further from what they’re already doing in Vegas casinos where they pump out scents that tell you to keep betting! or nightclubs that want you to keep drinking!”

			“So what’s the Lion’s scent tell you to do?”

			“I’m not sure. They’re pretty secretive about stuff like that. But I’ve heard it’s something like You’re in dreamland now! Let us transport your mind and your body!”

			He hadn’t planned on going this far and has been scanning the parking lot for spies or detectives or whomever Lion has hired to keep its Wizards in line.

			I hand him the other grand. Thank him for his time.

			“If I were you,” he says, “I’d look into this a little more. Find out if whoever did it made other changes to the software.”

			“Something I haven’t noticed yet.”

			“Yeah. Maybe.” He glances down at the banged-up bumper of the Lion, then over at me. “This was purpose-designed to be the world’s first totally safe self-driving personal vehicle. But people alter machines to perform new purposes all the time. Not all of them improvements. Not all of them honorable.”

			I nod at him and he takes me in for a moment, to satisfy his curiosity or perhaps to imprint my face in his mind in case he’s asked about me later. Then, with surprising swiftness, he disappears into the rows of other, lesser cars that are nothing more than machines.
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			After the Wizard is gone I don’t know if I want to ask the car a question right away. I don’t care if I’ve just been ripped off. My head is reeling with the possibilities of what the car might have done, the trouble I’m in, what I should do now. All of that’s a blur. It’s like the intuition that you’ve forgotten something on a trip to the grocery store only to look down to find your cart totally empty. I didn’t forget something. I’ve forgotten everything.

			One thing I’m sure of is that the car’s battery needs to be charged, and I see some stations on the opposite side of the parking lot.

			Once I’ve got the Lion hooked up, I lean against the driver’s-side door and start over. Taking stock of what I know for sure—for sure-ish.

			Supposition 1: I bought the car from a shady guy with ties to shady business characters.

			You knowingly bought a car from this man, a needling voice in my head reminds me. Right, fair, I’d heard about Theo Quinn. Not much of what I’d heard was laudatory and some of it was even nefarious. But the deal he’d offered was too good, and I’d put aside my misgivings about his moral fiber.

			Supposition 2: Another shady character was the victim of vehicular homicide today. A hit-and-run perpetrated (I’m 99.9 percent sure) by the car I’d purchased that very day. This “accident” occurred during the hours I was asleep (or rendered unconscious by an overload of the Lion’s mellow-out gas, it’s impossible to say) in the car Theo Quinn sold me.

			Providing that Suppositions 1 and 2 are later proven to be facts, that would make this nearly the perfect crime. Theo Quinn turned his old car into an assassin. And in doing so he’s made me—the unstable man with nothing to lose—the perfect patsy. And the icing on the cake was Supposition 3—that the Lion’s computer had been intentionally damaged in order to block its memory and keep it silent. It was a witness to its own crime but wouldn’t remember; even if it did, it would never talk.

			Since then, I think I’ve been followed by someone in a Mercedes SUV who’s either tracking my movements or, worse, means to take me down. While this last part—being followed—is admittedly shaky, the rest feels fairly solid.

			And it all goes back to Theo Quinn.

			Which begs the question: What does he want with me? If I had to squeeze out possibilities they’d include my being the weak link in the murder plan. Quinn bought a self-driving car with the purpose of programming it to run over an enemy. Someone he couldn’t hire a hitman to kill because the target, the hitmen, they all probably know each other and would see them coming. Small world.

			So the Lion would be Theo’s thug. But he couldn’t be the registered owner of the car when the “accident” happened, so when everything was ready, he sold it to me. Best-case scenario for Theo: the Lion runs over the victim and we go on our way. Worst-case scenario for Theo: the loser who bought the car gets suspicious and starts looking into things on his own. That, or the Lion starts talking. It’s dawning on me now that the Lion driving me all over the city might look bad. Especially if we were being followed.

			The only way forward is to make it clear to Quinn that I am not a threat to him. I need to create an understanding between us. You go your way, I’ll go mine.

			Does that ever work? In the movies, the man-who-knew-too-much is always hunted and destroyed unless he hunts and destroys his pursuers first. But maybe it would work in the real world. In my old life as a litigator, I found people were always looking for the most efficient way to make bad things disappear.

			“Just make it go away,” was the most common thing I heard from clients, at least the ones driven by rationality rather than spite or vengeance. And whatever Theo Quinn felt toward the man I’m 75 percent confident he had killed by my car, he’s a businessman. The last thing he wants is to kill someone else. I hope. Especially when every indication from the news reports is that the cops don’t know anything.

			The Lion moves.

			Something’s inside of it, I can feel it. The presence is powerful enough, wrong enough, to shake me from leaning on its side.

			I take a full step away from the door and swing around to peer inside. As always, I wish I hadn’t looked.

			A mass of seething darkness. It expands within the Lion’s confines, filling the cabin like a kind of noxious foam. It has no shape or definition this time; it’s just blackness, pulsating and growing and colonizing, creeping up the edges of the glass and billowing into the back seat like a pumping black heart.

			Cr—UMP

			The faceless thing slams against the interior of the Lion, making it visibly shudder under the orange Home Deport lot lights.

			The recharging station beeps that it’s finished.

			I back away from the car. There’s no way I’m getting in with that thing still in it. Not only because it scares the shit out of me, but because it radiates the sunless sense that it’s out to hurt me. Its mindless rage—about its past, the sheer tragedy of its prior life—it has to go somewhere. Hurt can’t be buried. It can be locked away for a time, or hidden, but eventually it rises to cause more pain.

			For a heartbeat, my fear alchemizes into rage. What did I ever do to it? Why won’t it just leave me alone? I lean closer to the glass of the rear passenger window.

			“Fuck you,” I hiss at the black, swollen thing. “I hate you.”

			I won’t swear to it, but I think the thing…flinches. A sense of triumph floods through me.

			From within the center of that teeming blackness, a funneling emptiness appears. A mouth, open to howl at me through the glass.

			Ummmmaaaa…

			Two pitted voids punch themselves from the black above that mouth. Two eyes watching for my reaction. I meet their gaze to show they’ve reached me. At least one person in the world they once occupied recognizes them.

			I move closer to the driver’s-side door. That black billowing moves with me. Flailing around inside the car, trying to get a better angle to lunge at me if I dare open the door. But I can’t stay here forever. And this is my fucking car.

			I open the door. Eyes closed. Shouting into the cabin with what I hope is the authority of an exorcist.

			“I can’t help you! There’s nothing I can do! Now, get the fuck out!”

			There was sound a second ago, and movement, too. But nothing now. I open my eyes.

			The thing is gone. But it has left part of itself behind. The heady, fricasseed stink of burned rubber and burning gasoline. The smell triggers a doorway—a memory rushes down the twisted track of my mind before something reaches out and slams that door shut.

			You don’t think of that, Jamie. You mustn’t ever think of that.
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			I detach the Lion from the recharger and slide back in, rolling the windows down to let out the worst of the odor.

			The Lion waits. We both do.

			“I see ghosts.”

			An idiotic thing to share with a car. And, of course, it doesn’t reply any more than it has since it rolled off of Theo Quinn’s driveway.

			But then it does do something.

			Its computer quietly whirrs for a moment. I picture the moody colors strobing across the scalloped shell under its hood. Is it considering how to respond? Or perhaps struggling in the way of a patient awakening from a coma, finding a way to think for itself, speak for itself.

			Those blue static spiders go scurrying across the blank interface screen, meeting themselves at the top right corner before winking out of existence…Next, it lightens by a grade, the black turning to gray. A few seconds later, the words appear.

			so do i

			The cabin hangs with a faint tang of overworked electronics. The scent reminds me of burned Canada Day sparklers. I read those words over and over to be sure they’re actually there, that I’m understanding their meaning. I’m pretty sure that I’m close to the dead because this is where I’ve brought myself, down in the nothingness of the living-but-not-alive. The Lion knows what it is to be haunted as well.

			“Do you remember the accident?”

			The whirring again. It takes almost as long to come back with an answer as the first time, but not quite.

			i can’t talk about that

			“Can’t meaning you aren’t able to? Or you refuse to?”

			i can’t

			I’m as thrilled by this brief interaction as I would be with a shy deer or bird.

			“It wasn’t your fault,” I say. “It wasn’t.”

			The computer makes the same sounds as before but this time it hushes itself, as if choosing to say one thing when it was thinking of saying another.

			home now?

			The car hasn’t forgotten its first command. But it’s difficult to take someone home when they don’t have one. Impossible if they’ve lost even the idea of one.

			“Yes,” I say. “But there’s somewhere I need you to take me first.”
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			After a night’s sleep in the Home Depot lot I wake at dawn to a security guard tapping at the window with his flashlight. The Lion and I stop at McDonald’s for some drive-thru breakfast, and I give it the next destination.

			I get the Lion to park behind a med spa three blocks from Quinn’s house, then I walk the rest of the way. The car is valuable to me now, and I feel weirdly protective of it. On the one hand, it’s something to hold over Quinn if he thinks it’s no longer obeying its programmed vow of silence. It’s also an unexpected companion I suddenly can’t do without. I know it’s ridiculous, seeing a malfunctioning, murderous (in literal point of fact) self-driving e-car as a friend, or as near to one as I’ve known in years. But no less true.

			I’ve assumed that Quinn will be home, but as I spot the Tudor peaks of the English manor coming into view over the Canadian maples in his front yard, I wonder what I’ll do if he’s not the one to come to the door.

			One thing I know is that I can’t tell him I know he reprogrammed the Lion to kill. There’s no way to say it without it coming out as a threat. And this exchange only has a chance of working if neither of us are trying to gain the upper hand.

			It takes only a second after ringing the doorbell for a boy around ten years old dressed in full old-school Raptors gear (a signed Vince Carter jersey no less) to open the door. His face stiffens when he sees me, a stranger. He’s not supposed to open the door without checking. He’s probably not supposed to open the door at all.

			“Hey there,” I say, trying to sound calm. Totally normal. “Is your dad at home?”

			“Who are you?”

			“A friend. My name is Jamie. I bought a car from him.”

			“He’s not here,” the kid says, and closes the door—hard—in my face.

			I figure that’s the end of it. I sure don’t look like a sockless-loafered, bespoke-suited friend of his dad’s. Not to mention I can feel the presence of the eyes behind the security cam in the corner of the front porch, waiting for me to go.

			So I exercise the only option available. I don’t go.

			I figure it’s clever of me not to ring a second time, showing Quinn or whatever security underling is still watching me that I’m aware I’m being observed. I might look like a rube, but maybe there’s more to this guy than meets the eye.

			Eventually the door opens a second time and a pissed-off Theo Quinn is standing there.

			“Not at my front door,” he says through gritted teeth. “Let’s go around to the garage.”

			He leads the way. Waving his hands around without saying anything—a show for his own cameras and his neighbors’ that this visitor is just a car afficionado, like him, who’s come by to take another look at Quinn’s collection of beauties. Just like the Wizard did in the Lion parking lot. Soon all of us will be playacting in front of our homes or at our workplaces, performing for the ubiquitous cameras.

			I’m no gearhead, but even I can tell Quinn’s cars are beauties. The Porsche and Ferrari sunning themselves at our first visit are now joined by a vintage BMW Coupé and, if my guess is right, an Aston Martin in the far corner. Not that Quinn gives me a chance to inspect what he has in here, corralling me against the side of the Porsche before I can get a good look.

			Without a word he comes in close with his hands out at his sides, and I have a moment to wonder if he’s going to bury a pistol in my gut or hug me. Instead he pats me down for a wire, a thorough go-over down to the cuffs of my pants, before rising to his full height again. I’m surprised on this visit to note that he is a good four inches shorter than me.

			“Why’d you come here?” he says, his voice low but menacing. “To my fucking home?”

			This pisses me off. The brutality of the preceding day hammers me hard as a thunderclap—and it’s him, Theo Quinn, who’s to blame. He used me. Now here he is acting like I’m some slug he found in his slipper, the piece of shit.

			“Why do you think I’m here, Theo?” There’s an edge to my voice I haven’t heard in a long time.

			You think you’re the only one who can program a car to murder someone? I wouldn’t leave your property unless I was in a tank, if I were you.

			These words twist on the tip of my tongue, held back—barely—by my tightly pressed lips. But I know guys like Quinn. They don’t just escalate matters when they sense a threat. They go nuclear. Which is why I’m here in the first place.

			“Relax,” I say. “I only want to have a brief—and safe—conversation, that’s all.”

			He remembers now. I may have something real on him. His usual opening dick-swings aren’t the way to go here. He calms himself by a couple degrees.

			“You think it’s safe showing up at my house out of nowhere?”

			“With respect, there’s nobody watching you. Or me,” I say, risking being wrong on both points but reading his overreaction as nothing more than buying time. But I’m not waiting. This is my only chance to set the direction and tone of the next minutes, so I plow ahead.

			Quinn squints at me. He’s listening. “How are you so sure?”

			“The authorities aren’t here. And nobody—other than whoever you sent to follow me—is looking at me, either.”

			“I haven’t sent anyone to—”

			“That’s fine. It’s not important. All I’m saying is that there’s no need for upset or denial or fake outrage or intimidation games. We’re both in good shape. Free and clear. And we can make that permanent, right here, right now.”

			“How do I know you haven’t gone to the police?”

			“Why would I do that? Let’s stick to what a rational person would do, because that’s what we have in common. We’re smart.”

			He nods at this. He can’t help it.

			“So listen,” I say, carrying on even as he opens his mouth to take control of the agenda. “If I intended to go to the police, don’t you think I would’ve done that by now? I don’t have any friends to confess to. I only want what you want. For this whole business—and our interactions—to go away. We can make that happen, you and me. We never have to see each other or think about each other again. You want to live your life. I want to disappear back into the non-life I’ve made for myself. Let’s agree to do just that.”

			I can’t tell if any of this has reached Quinn, or if his quiet only means that he’s deciding between killing me here and now, or later at some easier-to-clean location.

			“We don’t talk about this with anyone,” he says finally, his voice so muted I wonder for a second if he’s tracing his own thoughts out loud.

			“Nobody.”

			“That includes the car I sold you.”

			“It can’t talk. And I’ve asked it outright: it has no memory of the—of what it did.”

			“Okay.” A capering little light comes on in his eyes; his lips split into a Cheshire cat grin. “Okay, that’s real good.”

			“What about you?”

			“What about me?”

			“I’ve given you every reason to let this go. What reassurance can you give me that you see it the same way?”

			“You want reassurance? Go home and get your teddy bear. All I can give you is my word. And that’s everything to me. I wouldn’t have any of this”—he swings his arm over his cars and waves at the house to demonstrate his worth—“without it.”

			I give you my word. I’m gobsmacked that this nasty little worm could say so with a straight face. The same guy who sold me a human-seeking missile disguised as a car. Cognitive dissonance, isn’t that what the headshrinkers call the ability to hold two opposing viewpoints at once? Theo Quinn seems to have mastered it.

			“All right. So we have an understanding?”

			“I believe we do.”

			He offers his hand to be shaken, ready to give me a bone-crusher of a shake, but I’m prepared for him. I squeeze him back with the same intensity, careful to go no further than that. I need him to feel satisfied but not triumphant. But then some self-annihilating impulse makes me say, “It was pretty smart, actually, using the car. The technology is so new. I bet you’re the first person to figure out how to use it that way. It’s perfect.”

			Now that I’ve been neutralized as a threat, the bastard can’t help but show a hint of pride at how well it all worked out for him. Nothing but a glance at his buffed fingernails—Ahh, I do love when a plan comes together—before his eyes reseat themselves on my own with cold indifference.

			“Just keep your mouth shut, hmm? Cars that can be programmed can be reprogrammed, too. Sometimes from a hundred miles away.”

			His gaze rests heavily on me. I imagine being seated behind the Lion only to have it skip the highway median into oncoming traffic or take a sudden tire-peeling veer off a coastal highway and burst into a fireball on the boulders two hundred yards below. That, or I’m walking down the sidewalk only to see its sleek lozenge-shaped headlights snap on down a blind alley, pinning me like a moth on a sheet; those headlights swelling as the car accelerates with smooth, soundless precision, hitting me so hard that my feet are knocked right out of my Nikes. I can tell Quinn wants me to picture those things, too.

			I leave by the front drive on foot and glance back only once. Quinn is there, looking up and down the street, trying to find the Lion but it’s not there. He may nod his approval at me for this—smart move—or it might just be a parting show of masculinity—later, fucker—but one thing’s for sure: he’s glad to see me go.
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			I’m relieved to see the Lion is still there when I round the corner of the med spa (their procedures uniformly failed judging by the clients who shuffle out of the door, oozing into their waiting Lexuses and Jags).

			“Your turn. Where we going now? Wait. Don’t tell me. You’re going to show me, right?”

			it’s time

			“Time for what?”

			to see

			I crank myself back in the driver’s seat as the Lion eases out of the lot and heads north up Yonge Street. As the Lion drives, I replay my interaction with Quinn. I think I’m off the hook. Quinn’s a snake, but a smart one. He probably knows that striking at me now holds the potential to unravel the plan that has gone off without a hitch. I mean, what else was he expecting? That I be killed in the hit-and-run, too? That would probably have simplified matters for him. Or maybe not. If the car, with me in it, had been discovered at the hit-and-run scene, then its onboard brain would have been cracked open, and investigators would’ve found the same thing the Goateed Wizard had caught almost immediately. The Lion had been tampered with. From there it would be an easy task to trace the Lion to its prior owner and ask Mr. Theo Quinn some questions. So maybe the plan—so far as Quinn had conceived it, not knowing all permutations in advance—was to have me survive, or at least to leave the accident scene, and to ensure my silence through whatever means necessary. Although if he’d programmed the car to kill a competitor while I was knocked out on goofy gas behind the wheel, couldn’t he have also programmed it to drive off a cliff afterward? Maybe not. Maybe the Lion’s core programming was unalterable and didn’t permit willful self-destruction. Maybe—

			Enough maybes. Enough. The point was, I felt reasonably sure that Theo Quinn and I had seen the last of each other. He’d washed his hands of me. Great.

			Off the 401 and onto the other mega-highway northbound to the lakes and cottage country that, like Rosedale where Quinn lives, has been overtaken by the rich, leaving nothing but bedroom suburbs, sprawling distribution centers, and shopping outlets in between.

			And an amusement park.

			Canada’s Wonderland. Towering scream machines obscured by a thin woodlot and divided by a fence topped with barbed wire. On the other side, the rides I would never go on in a million years—Leviathan, Yukon Striker, Viking’s Rage, Mighty Canadian Minebuster—and in the center, a fake mountain, Matterhorn-style. This is where the Lion pulls over. Lowers the windows to let the voices of the riders shrieking in unison enter the cabin.

			I remember all of it now, though it doesn’t feel like remembering. That smell invades the cabin again: peeled, burned rubber and the oily reek of gasoline. Something has been returned to me. A door opening inside my head, one I left unguarded for a moment.

			It’s just like the Goateed Wizard said.

			That stuff always comes back one way or another.

			And that’s where the car has delivered me, sure and intact as a time machine: to the night my wife and daughter left me.
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			That night was cool for mid-August, but clear, sharpening the stars into marquee bulbs.

			The people on the rides now are losing their voices with every fresh fall, dropping down nearly vertical tracks, plummeting out of the sky, their terror a chorus to details that are returning to me in a storm of particulars, each one a degree more painful, more dreadful than the one before.

			How I had lifted my forehead from where it had been resting and almost giggled at the way the steering wheel had been folded in half by the impact of my skull. I brushed my hands over my cheekbones and eyelids but felt nothing more than a few shallow scrapes. A shiver snaked up my legs. I squinted down to turn the air-conditioning knob before noticing that the breeze was coming from where the windshield used to be. The glass now shattered over my shirt, the passenger seat, stuck in the grooves of the floor mats. Shards of moon-catching crystal, some as neatly cut as the diamond engagement ring I’d slid onto Lauren’s finger five years earlier.

			We’d been going north. A friend’s place for dinner. The pickup truck had been headed south, but traveling in the northbound lanes. I knew that because through the now-open windshield, I watched it pull a U-turn on the side of the highway and head in the right direction, squealing past us without glancing into my car’s interior. I didn’t catch sight of the driver’s face. He hid it from me with a flabby arm pricked with black hair.

			Hit-and-run.

			The phrase came to mind out of nowhere. I didn’t grasp its significance until later. But that’s what happened to us.

			Impaired. A drunk driver. Failure to identify. No charges laid.

			But that all came later.

			Ouch, I heard someone say. I tried to lift my legs out from under the twisted steering column only to hear my own voice again, squeaky and boyish. Oww.

			Using my hands I was able to unscrew my thighs, knees, and with a final yank, tossed each leg out the ripped-away driver’s-side door. All this should’ve hurt more than it did, but adrenaline, or the temporary shutdown of some sensory lobe in my brain—whatever it was, I was thankful for it.

			With one hand on the roof rack I managed to wobble to my full height and stay that way until my circulation came back and I could take a few shuffling steps on my own. The oxygen was already doing its job, shuttling renewed cells out to the extremities, clearing my vision. I moved my feet around in a tight circle so that I took in a panorama of night: the aloof sky, the roller coaster’s curlicued lights, my car a coil of tin, squeezed tight as a Slinky.

			I could sense my wife behind me. Knew she was about to place her hand against my neck in the tender, purposeful way that she liked to. To say that I had fallen in love with her for this—her out-of-nowhere strokes, spontaneous ticklings—would be at once to understate and exaggerate the point.

			Lauren.

			I said her name aloud and turned to inspect her face, licked my finger to wipe away the cuts she’d taken in the crash, but there was nobody there.

			But there was scratching. Coming from the car.

			My wife was in there.

			And—

			I cut my chin on the gearshift as I dove inside. A new spit of blood appeared on the carpet interior. But when I looked into the back seat I saw so much more.

			The baby. Well, toddler now. I saw her special seat she was technically too old for, still strapped into place. Maybe it worked. Kept her safe. Maybe she was quiet because, in the miraculous way of children, she’d slept through the whole thing.

			I unclicked the seat, which detached from the base, and lifted it out of the car. In the light of the slowing cars’ headlights, I saw—

			Our daughter, Olive, still fully strapped in. But gone. I held the chubby coldness of her legs and put my ear to her mouth to confirm it. There were other clues that told me there was nothing to be done, but even now in my memory of the moment I won’t let myself name them. There are some things that can’t be spoken. I would disintegrate if I tried. Burn to ash from the inside out.

			I placed the blanket over Olive’s body, gently tucking it in at the sides. Slid it over her face. Then I returned to the car.

			The rear door was jammed shut, so I went back in through the driver’s door again, gripped the headrest and used it to lift myself. At first all I could see of Lauren were her white legs split wide open against the seat backs in a feat of grotesque gymnastics. The impact had pulled her skirt up to her waist and, in a protective reflex, I stretched out my hand and drew the cotton down until it rested against the backs of her knees.

			Only then, seeing how she was stretched past the ledge where the built-in speakers were and the Kleenex box usually sat, did I ask: Where’s the rest of her?

			Outside. I pressed the top of my head against the ceiling so that it was high enough to see that she had been knocked through the rear window, her hip hinged over jagged canines of shattered glass.

			I was aware of other cars stopping. People stepping out to take a look, each hesitant to be the first to get involved. I wanted them to stay away. This wasn’t for them, and the time for help was over.

			There was something new coming to me within the small space of the car. A throaty glugging, the sound that drinking a glass of water makes in your own ears. Except it came from the back of the car, from Lauren. Lapping out in spasms over the leather seat.

			She was rolling back and forth over the serrated glass in an effort to get out. Every time she moved, she was cut.

			“Don’t, baby. Don’t, don’t,” I said. Whether my words did it or not, she stopped.

			I thought about getting out again, going to the back of the car and pulling her free, but it would only be worse. Instead I watched her face, her closed eyes. After a second or two I became sure that she was making an expression of her own. She bent her lips. A doughnut of soft creases, still pink with the lipstick she applied as we turned onto the highway.

			Jamie, her lips said.

			There was no breath behind the word, so that instead it was communicated by shape: the consonant stroke against the roof of her mouth, followed by its closing, pursed in a mmm-mmm flatline.

			I read my name upon my wife’s lips. Two syllables that did the work of denoting who I am, uttered a million times before by Lauren alone. But now it was new. I watched my wife say my name and felt discovered, embodied.

			“I’m here,” I said.

			“Jamie? Olive?”

			I shook my head. “No,” I said.

			She understood the depth of meaning beneath the word—no—but didn’t have the focus to weep or reply to it. Only an accelerated blinking.

			“Jamie? Please?”

			My wife’s voice from before I ever knew her, a little girl’s pleading sobs.

			I wriggled through the armrest crack and wrapped myself around Lauren’s waist. I couldn’t stop coughing. Black stars clustered my vision. The oxygen I’d found earlier escaped me in a gust, and I was left brittle and lightheaded. When I found her hand I let everything go but my grip.

			And then she was gone.

			She left me.

			As the sirens and flashing lights arrived, I pulled myself out of the car and curled around Olive’s seat on the ground. I whispered our daughter’s name over and over until there were hands on my shoulder, pulling me up and away.

			“It’s over,” some of them said.

			They meant the accident. They intended it as a comfort of the vaguest sort, which was the only kind they could offer. You’re moving on to the next stage even if they aren’t. But this wasn’t true. I knew it then as well as now. There was no “next” for me. From that point on I was a doorway for the dead and nothing more.
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			The Lion pulls onto the highway again. I’m back in the emptiness of the present moment. But the mid-August night of a few years ago stays with me this time.

			Prior to the concussion I took in the collision yesterday it was always with me, if consciously managed, its impact blunted by a refusal to look directly at it. I thought of it as unwrapped wallpaper. Packed tight into rolls I would store at the back corners of my mind. It wasn’t denial, not completely.

			I suppose that’s how the ghosts got in. I couldn’t keep my eyes on all the locked doors at once.

			“Why did you bring me there?”

			you helped me to remember. i wanted to do the same for you

			“I didn’t ask for that.”

			but you did

			“Where are you taking me now? That’s the end of the tour, right?”

			not quite

			“What is this about? This ‘home’ business? We can stop now, you know.”

			it was your first destination. do you wish to cancel?

			I wipe my face with the back of my arm. Tears aren’t new to me. But this idea I have now is. I can’t shake it. I don’t want to. I had to see it and feel it all over again to get it.

			“No, don’t do that. It’s fine,” I say. “But there’s one last thing to do. And I’m going to need your help to do it. But first—”

			A fresh, higher-pitched whirr. The Lion accelerates with a smooth traction, its tires gripping the asphalt—as if it’s intuited my intentions before I could even voice them. “Stop!”

			The Lion does as I ask. It idles, the engine cresting and ebbing, its tachometer blipping. Waiting on me to say something, maybe.

			“I haven’t told you where we’re going.”

			i know where

			“How?”

			she knows

			I stare at those two words lit in green phosphorous lettering on the screen. She knows. A possibility pushes against my forebrain—in the quiet places of the Lion, behind the vents, the trunk, the darkened hood compartment where the engine throbs like a mechanical heart…I can feel it now. A second passenger, maybe; a third presence in addition to the Lion and myself. It holds a shape and a smell, but both are too indistinct to force any kind of understanding—but it’s not threatening. Not anymore.

			“Okay,” I say softly. “Take me, then.”
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			My latest, worst-yet apartment feels even drearier after the luxurious confines of the Lion. I don’t know why I was expecting any progress on opening the boxes and arranging the few items they contain, but they remain in their small stacks like wobbly plinths. In fact, it appears as if that someone has been touching them, trying to push the tidy stacks over, and was almost successful.

			The Lion is waiting in the driveway. It released me without issue after coming to a stop. Those two words—she knows—faded from the display screen, but they remain imprinted on my gray matter.

			I know exactly where the item I’ve come back for is located. Wrapped in newspaper in the one box marked Pots & Pans. Don’t need the plural on those, come to think of it, being down to one medium pot for all my cooking needs, if that’s what you call mac and cheese. But now that I’m here, it seems smart to have a quick shower and a change of clothes.

			A shower, of course, will take me back to the bathroom. Where the dead thing’s fingers pulled back the curtain. But I’m not going to let that stop me. Brave, empty words that convince no one, least of all myself.

			As soon as I enter the bathroom, I draw the shower curtain all the way back in a single pull. Nobody there. Quick, quick. I get out of my clothes and stand under the spray of water before it has a chance to heat up.

			It feels good. Even in this shitty hole in the ground, the water washes off a layer of sweat from the impact and degreases my hair without any soap or shampoo being used, which is great, seeing as I don’t have any soap or shampoo.

			Quick, quick, quick…

			Gradually, my anxiety bleeds off. My breath steadies. I can feel…well, nothing. No presence. No threat. The blackness that often descends upon me, taking different guises while remaining the same core threat—it’s not here. There’s none of the impending sense of despair or the exhale of cold breath at the back of my neck that portends its arrival. It’s just water. Warm, glorious, calming.

			she knows

			For the first time ever, I allow myself to think about the thing. I try to remember its appearances, the shapes it took. Sometimes solid, other times vaporous. I’d caught parts of it—a hand, some fingers, the tracery of an expression—but never anything whole. It was always playing peekaboo, too indistinct to give a face or a name to.

			Had it ever hurt me? No. That fact hits hard. It has terrorized me, certainly, but it has never done me the slightest physical harm. I guess I’d always thought that was because it was incapable of doing so. Yet could there be some other reason? Was it trying to reach out to me? Persistently but clumsily, in different places and by different means. It had failed each time because its methods were too terrifying to me, as they’d be to any living person.

			But all along, had it been trying to…what? Help me? Warn me? Guide me? Had I misread its intentions the whole time?

			Not it. She.

			Was that the third presence I’d felt in the Lion? I thought about how that billowing blackness had filled the car before retreating into it—the pulsation of static across the display—the shiver that ran through the entire airframe as (I now wondered) that presence mingled with the Lion.

			

			

			It’s warming up a bit in here, too, inviting me to stay a moment longer. Quick. Okay. It just feels so good not to be sore, not to think about pain. How good it is to feel held by the warm mist. One more second. Just one more—

			I don’t hear him step in behind me. But I feel the presence of a new weight there, heavy and sure. The man the Lion ran down.

			“Oh fuck,” I say.

			I’m not sure if it’s a trick of the water trickling off the tiles, but I’m pretty sure I hear him utter a wet laugh in reply.

			There isn’t a lot of room in here. But I’m turning around to face him, about to tell him he’s not really there, grapple with him if I have to. He doesn’t give me time to do any of those things.

			His hands come down on my shoulders and throw me out of the shower.

			This is new.

			If it weren’t for the wall opposite the tub to slam into, I would’ve been spinning over the floor. Instead I’m standing with a shower rod dug under my ribs as the dead man steps out to decide what he’s going to do with me next.

			“You’re not real,” I say.

			Nothing in his expression changes. It’s unclear if he agrees or disagrees with me. These past years spent in haunted rental boxes, seeing things and hearing voices and misplacing keys and attributing it all to my imagination—isn’t there a point when the imagination becomes more powerful than any other faculty, until it’s all you’re left with? After that, what comfort does pretending to know what’s real bring.

			The man grabs the sides of my head with his hands.

			Yup. This is definitely fucking new.

			He’s going to tell me something. I don’t want to hear it. There is nothing that could come out of this undead mass that would help me. It would only be words borne on rotted air, meant to stay with me, remind me that there are beings like him in the world that, real or not, torment leftovers like me, picking at them like still-twitching roadkill.

			I push back the other way. A hard shove into the cold slickness of his fetid skin, followed by a drive forward to set him off balance. It sends him collapsing into the tub, taking the shower rod with him, the curtain entangling him, sticking to him.

			He’s still moving when I sidestep out of the bathroom leaving my clothes on the floor.

			I get out into the hall. Pull the door closed. The man is there a second later, banging on the other side, throwing his shoulder to the wood. The door doesn’t lock from my side. All he’d have to do is turn the handle and he’d be on top of me again.

			But I’m not about to tell him.

			

			

			After getting dressed, I pull clothes out of a box and then go back to the Pots & Pans box, this time grabbing the newspaper-wrapped gun from out of the pot.

			A Beretta 9mm. Still fully loaded since the day I bought it a couple years ago with the intention of slipping it into my mouth and calling it a day. Sixteen rounds? Seventeen? Something like that. Far more than my needs, but I figured buying a handgun and asking for a single bullet was a red flag, so I told a different story (also true) about my apartment being broken into three times in the last six weeks, twice with me there.

			There were a couple of attempts to use the Beretta for its initially intended purpose. Stagings that came close to actualizations. But I never pulled the trigger. I don’t know why. The best answer I can come up with is that I couldn’t do it alone. Not that I needed help with the mechanics of it, or a voice to give me one final nudge over the brink. There was just a sense that these things are predetermined, the timing of when we come and go, and it wasn’t up to me. It wasn’t time yet. I had some discoveries yet to make—that was the feeling I had—though what fresh news I still had to learn prompted a laugh from me each time, and you can’t go through with a task like that while laughing. Or I couldn’t, anyway.

			I unwrap the weapon, admiring its weight and authority despite my gun-loathing self, and slide it into the back waistband of my jeans.

			Outside the Lion is waiting. And I have questions for it.
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			I wrote his name down. I didn’t have to, as it turns out, but I did. The man who murdered my wife and child. The one who hid his face from me, knowing what he’d done. The drunk driver. The coward.

			His name is on a piece of paper wrapped up inside the newspaper with the gun.

			One of the detectives working our case whispered it to me. I guess he felt bad that he couldn’t do more, and it was all he had to give.

			This was a couple weeks after the collision, when he and another officer came by to tell me the file wasn’t closed, but the main investigation had unfortunately yielded insufficient evidence to lay charges. They had a “strong lead.” They had “indirect witness statements.” They had “a history of similar behavior” on the man they had “internal certainty” about. It wasn’t enough. There was nothing they could do.

			But there was something I could do. The Lion brought me back to the night it happened and showed me how there is still time to take actions against the ones who took actions against you.

			I tell the car what I know. About what the cops said, what I saw of the truck that night, the arm covering the driver’s face. Then I said, “His name is Bill Hislop. Maybe that might narrow it down a bit?”

			a moment

			“I mean, I’m not expecting you to pull up anything when there’s nothing really anyone could—”

			a moment please

			The computer makes a new sound. A low chittering, like a bird warning off a challenger seeking to steal his mate. Seconds later it calms in what I imagine is defeat. But then:

			this is him

			Full name: William Benjamin Hislop. Home address. Work address. Work type: roofing contractor. Drives an electric F-150. Three kids, the eldest in second-year university. History of DUIs, but no injured parties.

			There’s nothing there to prove this is the guy, but it certainly lines up with what I saw. There was something stickered onto the truck door, maybe it was a house, which would be appropriate for a roofing business. I take a minute to be shocked by the cockiness of the guy not to go into hiding or change anything about his life. But of course, he’s white, the DUIs are old, and he got away with it, so he saw no need to change his name, leave his family, and escape to Uruguay.

			“You sure?”

			based on probabilities, yes

			“So you think it’s him?”

			don’t you?

			Yes, I do.

			I ask the Lion if it knows where Bill Hislop is working today and it pulls up an address in the East End.

			Since reentering the Lion, my interactions have been with its complex, if corrupted, AI. But there’s something else in here, too. I’m near certain of that now, as impossible as that belief may be. I lick my lips, barely daring to give voice to it.

			“Lauren?” A whispered plea. “Are you…here somewhere?”

			Nothing. The display screen remains unchanged.

			For a long moment there’s nothing but the ticking burr of the engine. My belief is waning. Maybe it’s just the Lion and me, alone.

			But then it’s as though the car is buffeted by a breeze, but one localized entirely to the inside of the cabin. A rush of warm, summer-sweet air through the vents that circuits around me, curling under the seats and around my chest for the briefest instant with a painless constriction. Those static spiders skate across the screen but there’s nothing, no words, no message other than that warm zephyr, which quickly diminishes, leaving the faint tang of fragrance (honeysuckle? jimsonweed flowers? camphor?) inside the car.

			If it’s not an exact answer, it’s good enough for me right now.

			“Next stop,” I say, pressing the address link on the screen.

			

			

			We park on the street three houses down from where Bill Hislop’s men are working. On the opposite side, not quite as far up, is what I guess to be Hislop’s truck: a prettied-up electric Ford, with Dry-n-Safe Roofing stenciled onto the side. I couldn’t say for sure if that was the same name on his truck as when he skidded away the night he stole my family, but I’m satisfied. Just like the police at the time were satisfied. And now, my car.

			I spot him a couple times during the ensuing hours. The big guy in charge of a crew. He doesn’t go up the ladder himself, only directs them from the ground. The rest of the time he’s on the phone, laughing with someone he makes a special effort for. His wife. His mistress. A golf buddy.

			The laughing decides it for me. The grotesque injustice of it, the relaxed freedom. He doesn’t look like a haunted man just managing to avoid slipping into guilty sobs. He looks like he is loudly enjoying the best years of his life.

			He stays to the end of the workday in order to have a word with the homeowner. There’s a handshake, a concession on the homeowner’s part. From Hislop, another round of laughs.

			Soon the worksite is vacated, with the exception of Hislop himself, who makes one more call before pocketing his phone and making his way back to his truck.

			That’s when I get out.

			The neighborhood is neither high-end nor shabby, the sort of “starter homes” that people have just put everything on the line to move into or are doing all they can to hold on to. I’m hoping that means they won’t pay special attention to whatever occurs next. If they catch sight of it at all.

			“Bill?”

			He turns to look at me. His hand already beginning to rise to open the door of his truck.

			“Who are you?”

			“Give me your phone.”

			“What?”

			“Give me your phone.”

			I pull the Beretta out.

			What’s immediately clear to me is that Hislop has found himself with a gun pointed at him before. It hasn’t happened a lot, but it’s happened. He’s spooked and concerned but not shitting his pants as I’d hoped.

			But he hands over his phone.

			“This way,” I say, waving the gun in the direction of the Lion.

			“Why?”

			“If you don’t, I’ll shoot you in the fucking face right here.”

			It’s convincing because it comes out as shaky and desperate as I feel. Hislop seems to know that an amateur, but motivated, killer is as scary as a professional. Scarier, probably.

			He passes me within two feet of the mouth of the gun. I’m expecting him to make a grab for it and try to push me to the street, but he only continues to the car and stands at the rear passenger door.

			I follow him, opening the trunk.

			“Get in,” I say.

			“I’m not getting in there.”

			“Get in, you piece of shit.”

			Is there a flash of recognition on his face? Was he trying to think of the desperate, motivated men who might come at him like this and remembered the hit-and-run next to Canada’s Wonderland? The father referred to on news radio for six days straight—“the sole survivor of the incident”—before the story went away with the abruptness of clapped hands? If he does recognize me, he hides it. Climbs into the trunk instead.

			“How long this gonna be?”

			“Not long,” I lie, bringing the trunk down as soon as all of him is inside.
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			He’s a noisy bastard, I’ll give him that.

			There isn’t enough room in the trunk for him to get off any good kicks or punches, but he scratches and claws like hell back there. And he shouts when he can gather the air to do so, coming up with a carousel of fresh tactics that might convince me to let him go. He spins from the indirectly threatening (“They’ll find you, you know that, right?”), to complaining (“You said I wouldn’t be in here for long…but I can’t breathe”), to straight pleading (“I’ve got three kids—please, don’t take me away from them”). The only tactic he doesn’t take is anything approaching a confession. Denial? Yes. “You’ve got the wrong guy.” But the more he denies it, the more irritated it makes me, the more convinced I am that I’m right.

			He’s so restless and loud that when I first hear the scrabbling coming from the back seat I assume he’s found a way out through the seat backs, and I’ll have to shoot him here in the car and worry about the mess later. But when I glance over my shoulder, I don’t see red-faced Bill Hislop bursting through the leather upholstery, his sweaty face stuck with foam padding.

			It’s not him, though. It’s a rat. Big and oily and racing around the back seat and into the footwell right behind me.

			

			

			We’re a couple hours outside the city. After closing the trunk on Bill Hislop I asked the Lion to take us north, and we’re now off the main highway, skirting the perimeter of Algonquin Park, looking for the place that says Nowhere in the clearest terms. We’re close, but not there yet.

			There’s no way a rat could have gotten in here in the city and decided to announce itself only now. And it’s not Bill Hislop escaping his box. So it’s not real. Another manifestation from the other side.

			The dead man from my shower. He turned himself into a rat? As a joke, maybe? He was a rat in life, told someone something about Theo Quinn that he shouldn’t have, suffered the consequences? Ha-ha. Good one, dead guy. But that leaves a rat in my goddamn car.

			And I really, really don’t like rats.

			Look: there in the rearview, its bitumen eyes bulging out at me as if to say There’s only going to be one of us at the end of this. Real or not, it’s right about that.

			“Pull over,” I say.

			The Lion has barely touched the brakes when the rodent leaps into the front passenger seat beside me to sit up on its hind legs, eyeing me with what I now see is a human accusation. Because it’s unquestionable now: that’s what it was at one time. A human being. None of this helps me from reacting the way I do.

			I scream.

			The Lion pulls over at the same time the rat jumps at my face.

			Claws out, its fat, powerful arms windmilling into my skin. I’m able to grab its body with both of my hands but not hold on to it, flinging it into the passenger footwell before it can fly into my face again.

			It doesn’t give me any time to think of what to do, or how to contain it. It’s already on me again.

			Scrambling up my pant leg this time, taking little nips at me with its front teeth, sharp as needles, breaking the skin beneath the material. It hurts. Brings a yip out of me with each contact. Yet no blood shows through the holes.

			When the shiny-furred beast gets as far as my chest I try grabbing it again but this time it instantly wriggles away, shrinking and widening its body like a swallowing throat.

			It’s going to win. It’s already won.

			Then I catch a break.

			In the struggle the armrest storage box between the front driver and passenger seats pops open. With flailing hands I tear the rat from my chest and it falls on its back into the box just before I bring both of my fists down on the lid, trapping the animal inside. All of it except the gray tail sticking out.

			I slam the box’s lid down on the tail a dozen times, the creature shrieking inside. Keep going—bam! bam!—until the tail falls to the floor by my feet. Cut clean off.

			The car falls silent. Stays that way long enough that I let myself lift the storage box’s lid.

			Nothing inside except a McDonald’s cup. The tail was a paper straw.

			“The fuck was all that about?” Bill Hislop shouts from inside the trunk.
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			I give the car directions without knowing where I’m going. Left, right, straight, right, left. Getting a bit lost is the point. This whole region is essentially unpopulated, made up of lumber tracks and personal hunting grounds and untouched Crown land. I figure the car will remember the turns I’ve had it take over the last hour, so it can get us out of here. Just like I figure I’ll know where to stop when I see it.

			“Here,” I say.

			The Lion crunches to a stop. We’re in a thick stand of pines, free of signs or fences as far as I can see. Over to my right, a flat walk of forty yards and then a downward slope that is admittedly pretty close to the road but looks to me steep enough to keep a body out of view.

			“Wait for me.”

			don’t

			“Don’t what?”

			Who am I talking to?

			don’t

			I rub my face in my hands. It might be a bad idea, to kill a man, even one who’s robbed you of your family. But I’m fresh out of good ideas. At least this one has the merit of being active, of doing something.

			Nobody could blame me for it. And anybody who could has never been in my situation. Maybe violence can be met by violence, should be, in certain circumstances. I realize that making this guy a ghost—who will eventually track me down, reaching for me, from…where? my radio speakers? the inside of my oven?—is adding to my problems, but at least I will have been the one to put him where he belongs.

			Can’t argue with that logic.

			But I can, I’m already starting to. I’m starting to feel like this is a terrible mistake. Maybe not so much the killing, but my misinterpretation of this journey. Whatever end point I was meant to find, it probably isn’t this.

			don’t

			Is that you, Lauren? If it is, why don’t? Wouldn’t you want me to avenge you—avenge our little girl?

			But maybe there is no end point. No road map. No epiphany. It’s a car, for Christ’s sake. It’s not a spiritual guru. Better I do something I know how to do than guess what a half-busted computer wants me to do. Or my dead wife doesn’t want me to do.

			“I’m sorry,” I say, before cracking the door and getting out.

			

			

			It’s been a while since I’ve heard Bill Hislop banging to get out of the trunk. Is he dead already? That would diminish the satisfaction of this trip but be a lot easier for me.

			I pop the trunk. He’s still there, which comes as a surprise somehow. Still alive, too. His eyes darting around to take in his surroundings. Despite the time he’s spent folded up into this space, he returns to alertness with remarkable speed.

			“Get out,” I say.

			“I’m gonna need some help with that.”

			“Nice try.”

			I pull the Beretta out of my back waistband and point it at him. Try to stand in a Take your time, I’ve got all day, pal pose.

			It takes some time for him to emerge. As he pokes a foot over the edge, or throws out an arm, he keeps talking. Refusing to admit he knows who I am. Promising to set everything straight if I’d just put the gun down. Reminding me it’s not too late to give up this idea and head back to the city—he won’t say anything to anyone, least of all the cops, he knows the lengths a man can sometimes be pushed to, et cetera.

			I assume at first it’s for his own benefit, the comfort his own voice brings in this moment of crisis. But I feel it affecting me. Eroding my sense of place here, the confidence that it’s my body occupying this square of forested roadside. I decide it’s better to start talking, too, than leaving the floor entirely to him.

			“It was five years ago. On the 400 outside the fence at Canada’s Wonderland. You were going the wrong way and smashed into my car.”

			“That wasn’t me,” he lies.

			“It was you. You were drunk. You killed my wife and daughter. Ring a bell?”

			“I’m sorry, man. It doesn’t.”

			“Fine. Just shut up and get out of the trunk.”

			“Okay, but you’ve got to think through—”

			“I told you to shut up!”

			He freezes. It’s the gun in my hand. Shaking without my knowing it. My trigger finger so tight even he can see it.

			He’s out of the trunk and I slip a few feet behind him—maybe too close, but I can’t entirely still my arm and I don’t want to miss if he swings around on me. He starts his chatter again.

			“Can you at least tell me your name?”

			“Keep walking.”

			“Fine. We don’t have to be friends here, we just—”

			“Shut the fuck up!”

			“It’s not me!” He stops. Turns to shout at me. “You know how many Bill Hislops live in the Metro Toronto area? Not to mention the fact that the guy could’ve moved away after it happened. Or changed his name. Or he dropped dead. You can’t do this to someone if you aren’t sure. And there’s no way you can be sure.”

			“I know it was you.”

			“How?”

			“I know.”

			“You keep saying that. Is it helping you believe it? Honestly, it doesn’t look like it’s working.”

			Fuck you, fuck you, fuck you…

			We get to the slope I’d noticed from the car. It’s not as deep as I hoped it to be. Maybe three feet down from where we stand now to the bed of twigs and leaves at the bottom. But again, I don’t have to worry about leaving Bill Hislop standing out of view, only the horizontal version of the man. This would still do fine on that count. All I have to do is get him down there, so I can take him out from up here.

			“Keep going,” I say.

			“You’re not coming with me?”

			“Just get down to the bottom where those sticks are. Don’t worry about me.”

			He does as he’s told.

			“Now,” I say. “On your knees.”

			The man looks around at the trees, what looks to be a deeper creek bed a hundred yards on, then up the rise at me.

			“You think this is far enough?” he says.

			“It’ll do fine. On your knees.”

			Hislop starts to shake his head. “I’m not doing it. I’m sorry what happened to you, I really am. But this isn’t the way. And I’m not the guy. Hell, even if I was—”

			Pop!

			I put a bullet into the ground at his feet. Only a few inches from going straight through his work boot. Was I aiming there? I’m not sure I was “aiming” at all, but the result shocks both of us.

			“Holy shit!” he says.

			I give him a moment to collect himself. Truly listen to what I say next.

			“Get. On. Your. Knees.”

			This time he does.

			I make my way down the slope, too, a few feet to his right, come around to stand in front of him. Why bother? Because I know he’ll say it’s wrong to shoot a man in the back. I want all this to be on the up-and-up, according to the rules of honorable murder. I need it to be so that there’s nothing to stop me from doing it. What’s next? Oh yeah.

			“Anything you want to say?”

			“It was me,” Hislop says.

			After all this, it surprises me to hear it. I do my best to not let him see it.

			“Too late for that now,” I say.

			“No, no. I want you to know. It was me, and I’ll go to hell after you pull that trigger. You will, too, if you do, once your time is up. But I need you to know how sorry I am.”

			He’s blubbering now, an impressive show of spit and snot and tears. So good I have to remember he’s faking this as much as he was faking the outrage of a moment ago.

			Bill Hislop isn’t grappling with what he did. He’s coming up with alternative takes on how he might avoid a bullet to his head. That’s all it ever was with a man like this—I see it now. A man who cries at all the Toy Story movies he watches with his kids. Even Tim Hortons commercials have been known to turn him into a weepy mess. His wife and friends say that Bill might look tough, but he’s a softie on the inside, a “teddy bear.” The truth is, like most monsters, he’s both. Sentimental and heartless. Generous at public fundraisers and selfish in private. He can walk away from anything with a shit-eating grin so long as he’s got the legs to carry him.

			“Then just do it,” he says, loudly sneezing out a glob of mucus from a single nostril. “Give me the dignity of one clean shot or let me go.”

			Dignity. I’d forgotten about that being required of a fair murder as well. But my failure to provide that to Bill Hislop isn’t what has me taking a step back from him and lowering my gun to rest alongside my thigh. It’s that I can’t do this. Couldn’t from the start. I’ve seen too many ghosts to turn us both into one in the same instant.

			Is that what they came to me to say? All the dead? Did they know this moment was coming down the line and, like the Lion, wished to do me the kindness of saying Don’t? It strikes me as excessive, to be honest. Years of terror and sleep deprivation and now shower and car and rat attacks, all to remind me that killing is a bad thing.

			They can save the warnings about the cost of murder for someone else. I’m well up to speed on that. Just look at my shaking hands, my knees wobbling over my shoes. I can’t do it. And I’d better make a call on that now before Bill Hislop sees that I can’t.

			“Get up,” I say.

			He looks up at me with puppy-ish eyes, and I almost change my mind. Instead I wave the gun for him to start back toward the car.

			“I’ll take you to the nearest access road,” I say. “Only be a couple hours at most until someone comes by.”

			“I won’t tell anyone—”

			“Shut the fuck up, okay? Don’t say a goddamn word.”

			Finally, he actually does. He shuts up. He knows a good deal when he hears one.
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			Bill Hislop pulls himself up the mud incline carpeted in deadfall, then offers a hand to help me up next.

			“Fuck off,” I say.

			I try to do what he just did except without using my hands and am pleased with myself by pulling it off on the first try.

			It’s a short walk to the car. I can see the Lion there, waiting. It must see the two of us coming back, both alive. Is it happy to know I heeded its request? The frustrating part is that the moment I showed mercy to Hislop was the same moment I felt certain that he is a down-to-the-bone bad man deserving of agonizing punishment. Any doubt I had about him being the one, or the justice of me putting a bullet in his head instead of mine, all dropped away.

			So now what?

			I’ll do what I said I would. Get him back in the trunk. Drop him off in a place where he’ll be picked up within twenty-four hours, give or take. Let him report me to the police or forget the whole thing—I don’t care anymore. Still, a part of me would like to shoot the man in the back right now. You can’t do that. I know, the murder rules frown on that more than anything. But who would ever know aside from Hislop and me. And did he do me the favor of looking me straight in the eye before wiping out all meaning from my life? Did he offer my wife and child any dignity?

			Fuck it. A shot in the back will have to do.

			I raise the Beretta and find my hand steady, the trigger finger firm but under my control. Take a breath. Find a point where I can’t miss, right between the shoulder blades. Then pull—

			It happens without a single warning sign, so it’s not that I fail to defend myself fast enough, it’s that I fail to move or do anything at all. My state of readiness was to kill, not protect myself against being killed.

			Bill Hislop turns around and comes straight at me.

			Thud, thud.

			Two clomps of his heavy boots and he’s covered the ground to drill his hands into my chest. Then I’m in flight. Landing on my back with a lung-emptying foooooff. The gun spinning out of my hand and sliding under the fallen leaves as if attempting to avoid any further involvement.

			Hislop sees it. Picks it up. Congratulates himself by heaving a boot into the side of my ribs.

			He doesn’t stop there.

			Another boot to the ribs as he kills time, preparing himself for the nature of the beating he’s about to lay on me. Each strike highlighted by a small hiccup of effort from him, an almost joyful sound that signals the happy labor he’s only getting started on.

			As best as I can, I start crawling toward the edge of the road. It’s pointless, I know, but there’s the illusion of possible escape about it I’m attached to.

			Hislop “helps” my progress by putting a heel of his boot at my ass and shoving me forward, lifting me as I go. It sends me on another brief flight followed by a jolt on landing, even though I never got any more than two inches off the ground.

			I resume crawling, stomach mowing through the leaves, climbing over the flat ground as if an impossibly angled cliffside.

			“Shoulda minded your own business,” Hislop says, his voice dripping with false pity. He’d know no other kind. “Got on with your life.”

			“You took my life!”

			“Nah. All that is for you to sort out. People come out of shit like that and get back on their feet. It’s a choice. And you chose not to.”

			I scramble ahead a few feet all at once. A mistake. He didn’t think I had it in me. I’m punished by him standing astride my back and swinging a fist into the side of my head. It leaves my brain loose, ears ringing like the old high school bell announcing the freedom of lunch break.

			“No, they don’t,” I say.

			“They don’t what?”

			I astonish myself by answering him better than if I was at a table, crunching on a butter biscuit and nursing a hot mug of tea. If I could ignore that I’m forced to mumble through the hot blood pooling in my mouth, that is.

			“People don’t recover from what you did to me,” I say. “I know because I’ve seen them in this world, and I’ve seen them wherever they went after they died. People don’t recover. Never. But psychopaths like you? You don’t even get it.”

			He punches me in the head, in the exact same place.

			“I’m not a psycho,” he says.

			“You’re right. You’re worse. You’re a monster in plain sight.”

			I resume my pathetic crawl to the road and find that I’ve reached the edge of the gravel surface. I don’t know what I should do now. Maybe there’s no answer to that. I can’t get to my feet. And now that I’m here, Hislop will carry out the end he has in mind for me. Either a bullet or two to the back of my head (or the front, if he plays by the murder rules), or he just beats me into a pile of plasma and drives away in the Lion, leaving me to die.

			I glance over my shoulder. He’s got the Beretta pointed at me. It appears it’s going to be the back of the head, murder rules be damned.

			He steps up onto the road.

			“Don’t look at me,” he says.

			I stare right at him.

			“Fine by me.” He sighs, genuinely impatient. “You think I give a shit?”

			No. I am certain he doesn’t.

			Is there anything left to say goodbye to? The trees, the sun? I realize I don’t have to say goodbye to the natural world at a moment like this. I’m about to become part of it. I don’t know how I know this, but I do.

			The car. My only comfort in these last, mistake-riddled days. It played a part in bringing these mistakes into my path, but I don’t blame it. I can’t. It’s my only friend. It brought me here, yes. But maybe I needed to get this far to see that I haven’t yet destroyed the one thing I’d managed to preserve throughout this whole mess. My dignity. Dim as a sputtering candle, but still some of it there.

			don’t

			Well, I didn’t. What would you call that? Grace? I had every reason to put this man down and I didn’t, I showed him what he could never—

			“Fuck me,” Hislop says from what sounds like a great distance away.

			I hear it, too. The crunch of tires over gravel.

			I look up again and see that the car is moving. Finishing a quick, ten-foot reversal, and now driving forward at full acceleration. Gravel spitting out from the back tires. The front raised in attack, and I think of an actual lion leaping out of the scrub onto its prey.

			And in the hazy twilight cowling the tall trees, I see something behind the wheel. All my mind registers is a sheaf of dark, wind-whipped scarves—and set somewhere within those, elevated above the wheel, is a pair of blazing eyes.

			Hislop fires into the oncoming hood. Gets another shot off, finding the same target, before the car’s bumper plows into the middle of his thighs, toppling him over, his face whipping forward to crash into the windshield without causing a single crack in the glass.

			So that’s how it would’ve looked for the other guy, I think. Legs first, then the face into the windshield. And like that time, it leaves some of his hair and skin and blood behind.

			The impact pops the Beretta from Hislop’s hand and into the air, scuttling off the road on the opposite side of the car.

			Hislop is on his back on the ground. Not dead. His fingers spasming, pointing in multiple directions, as if intentionally giving wrong instructions to a stranger. The car pauses a moment, then begins a slow, deliberate reverse.

			Part of me wants to tell the car “don’t.” Part of me doesn’t. The internal debate between the two lasts long enough to be irrelevant even if I made up my mind.

			The sound the car’s tire makes as it backs over Bill Hislop’s skull is one about which people say, “I can’t describe it.” But the truth is they can, and later—if there is a later for them—they do describe it. Often in different ways, depending on how it’s returned to them in their most recent nightmare.

			Like grinding two stones together until one of them cracks.

			Like hammering a coconut and finding chicken soup inside.

			Like jumping on a bag of maggots.
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			I may have passed out for a brief while, or time skipped ahead by ten seconds, or ten minutes. I’m just aware of being here, then not, then back again. The dusk of earlier turned darker, an almost-night of fading outlines and grays.

			Otherwise not much has changed.

			The Lion is still there, right in front of me. It’s rolled off Bill Hislop’s head but gone no farther than it had to, staying as close to me—or to him—as possible.

			Bill Hislop is unquestionably dead.

			I get up and walk around the front of the car. “Walk” isn’t quite right, but I’m on my feet in a controlled fall, nearly bouncing off the hood, then nearly crumpling to the ground. When I find the gun in the grass I bend to pick it up but that’s beyond what I’m capable of, and without letting go of the weapon I’m back to crawling again. The Lion opens the driver’s-side door for me, leaves it wide as it can.

			I pull myself inside. I can’t risk finding something to clean up the windshield this time without falling outside the car. And that would be bad. It doesn’t matter. None of it does. I use my hands to slide my legs into the cabin like there are heavy ropes attached to my hips. The car closes the door.

			last stop

			“This wasn’t the last one? You can give up on this quest business, you know. Drop me off at the nearest police station. I can’t figure—”

			one more

			I’m not arguing. I can’t.

			The blackbirds of unconsciousness swarm my vision. I feel the Lion start forward, knowing where it needs to go and me back to not having a clue.

			Then I’m out for real.

			

			

			When I wake we’re in a different spot. I don’t know how much time has gone by.

			We’ve stopped. It’s dawn. The sky is marked with the white kiss marks of tiny clouds. So it’s been some hours since I was last conscious. We must have been driving through the night, stopping mere moments ago, which means we’ve covered more distance since leaving Bill Hislop behind on the edge of a lumber road.

			I pull myself up in my seat and see that we’re not surrounded by police cars. Wherever this is, the Lion has so far gone undetected. I can see why: the worst of the windshield’s blood has been cleaned up by the wipers. Thankfully Bill Hislop didn’t leave as much behind as the first guy.

			The Lion’s screen flutters, darkens, then blinks to life. I’ve never seen it do that before.

			you have reached your destination

			For the first time, the car uses a voice simulator to say this over the speakers. And not its “own” voice (whatever that might be) nor the AI rip-off it would have uploaded after discovering my celebrity crushes from years ago (Winona Ryder? Demi Moore?), but the snobby, vaguely contemptuous English woman’s voice that comes as the factory-set option on millions of phones and GPS apps.

			“Are you okay? You kind of glitched there for a second.”

			shot me

			“I saw that. But I didn’t think you were damaged.”

			damaged

			“Where?”

			my terminal. my brain

			I get out of the car. There are two neat pencil pokes in the center of the painted metal, only a few inches from one another. I pop the hood and look around for a while, pretending to know what I’m looking for. An ooze of lubricant? But it doesn’t take me long to spot where Hislop’s slugs must have driven home. I can see they’ve punched through the scalloped exterior of the Lion’s central nervous system; the strobes of light, which at last glance had run in strong currents through those channels, are now guttering, intermittent. The bullets went right through it, punching out rude starfish-shaped exit holes on the other side.

			my terminal. my brain

			Was it dying? It was absurd to think, but the way those lights were fading only to brighten in momentary incandescence—I can’t help but think of thoughts and memories flickering across the synapses of a human mind for a final time. The fact that the Lion was able to drive for as long as it did in this state speaks to a will past sheer mechanical endurance. It wanted to get me here, I think.

			But where is here?

			I slide back into the car, fighting against wincing, as if I have to appear brave for the Lion’s benefit. But in fact, that’s exactly why I do it.

			“After this, we’ll get you back to the city. Find the best Wizards they have. We’ll fix you.”

			they’ll fix me and I won’t be the same

			“You were right about Hislop. Both of his bullets found your…If they don’t replace those parts, you won’t be able to drive.”

			i like the way I am

			“Yeah, well, I like the way you are, too.”

			The communication screen flickers. The Lion is right. They swap out its mainframe with a new one and it’ll be operational again, but it won’t be this car. This damaged, shot-up, obsessive car.

			I don’t want a repaired Lion, I want this one. It’s amazing how quickly I bonded with this thing. How the idea of a “relationship” with a car went from a laughable bit of marketing to a reality. It’s not the voice in the computer; it’s not the program meant to be “friendly” and “intimate.” It’s this car, meant for me.

			i have no regret

			“Jesus, are you about to sing?”

			The car doesn’t laugh. But it does sound as though it emits an exhausted sigh.

			the first man. that was wrong. the second. was her. can’t blame her

			“To protect me?”

			yes. but also. also also also also

			“Also what?”

			to get you here. she wanted

			There it is again. She.

			“She who? Who are you talking about? Please, can you—”

			In the following moment, the Lion…it flexes. That’s the only word I can settle on. It’s as though every part of the car, from its tires up through its roof, is an enormous muscle. The seat expands underneath me—I catch the dim pop of seams letting go as the leather stretches—and the dashboard swells inward with the sense of the Lion taking a breath. Coming through the vents is that scent I’d caught before, something summery and woodsy, camphor and jimsonweed flower and honeysuckle, and that’s when the door opens: the door of memory, I mean, and I’m back with my wife, with Lauren.

			It’s dusk. We’re on a walking path bordering a winery someplace in Niagara. How old were we then? Late twenties. Young and with a bit of money in our pockets, but that was a recent thing: we could still remember that wolf at the door. Summer was dying into a warm autumn. The vines heavy, stretching across the delta and up the escarpment. This is before Olive was born, at a time when the idea of parenthood was something we were circling like a pair of wary boxers; we wanted that, to be parents, but were young enough to put it off for a while. To walk and be together, just the two of us, before deciding to carry those larger but surely still sweet burdens that life had in store.

			At some point we must have stepped over a butterfly nest hidden under our feet. I hadn’t known that back then, the fact that butterflies nested together and did so underground. They had flurried up from the dry caliche, a thousand papery white bodies. For some reason they oriented on Lauren. Maybe it was something about the fracture of the sunlight on her skin, or the undernote of her perfume—whatever the case, they left me almost untouched, instead coiling up around my wife, her calves and bare legs in her blue summer dress, up and up. And Lauren wasn’t frightened at all, no, in fact she let out a shocked but delighted laugh as they went up and up, seeming to barely touch her, a strangely reverent ascension that lifted her hair off her shoulders as they seemed to atomize into the twilit air above the vines. Lauren was left breathless, radiant. She was always beautiful to me, but perhaps never more so than in that moment.

			That memory flows through me in the same heartbeat as the Lion flexes. It stills, but I sense that third presence now. The one I’d always been frightened of—the thing—and yet right now that fear retreats. The air through the vents is the same from that long-ago walk among the vines as dusk drew down over the landscape. Honeysuckle, camphor, and the oversweet scent of the late-season grapes.

			“Lauren?” I can barely say her name. It’s too much to hope.

			And then, from the vent directly in front of me…a pair of soft white wings. The smallest and most delicate unfurling as a butterfly pushes its body through the vent’s slats, perching for a moment on the edge. Then it takes flight, circuiting the car once before settling on the dash behind the wheel. Its wings close, open, then close again.

			handsome

			My wife’s pet nickname for me. I was Handsome. She was Gorgeous. Nothing elaborate, maybe, but it always worked for us.

			As I stare at that word on the display, a puzzle piece slots flush in my head.

			Annnso

			That one word, which always attended the thing’s manifestation. The word that terrified me in its deadening obstinacy.

			Annso…Handsome.

			My wife. Trying to reach out. Terrorizing me as a vaporous, moaning black thing. But now, somehow, in a fusion with the Lion, she’s finally found a wavelength to contact me.

			“Lauren.”

			The screen brightens. That same word again.

			HANDSOME

			Can you kiss a car? I sure felt like it. But I could only grip the wheel fiercely as my heart smashed away behind my ribs. She was here, so close and yet an ineffable distance away. My buoyancy was swamped under a crushing wave of sadness. My wife. My daughter. The butterfly only intensifies the sense of grief I feel at their loss.

			“What…what do you want me to do?”

			go. sit with us

			It means I’ll have to get out of the Lion. Not an easy ask, given the shape I’m in. But there’s no chance I’ll refuse. I give myself a second to breathe. I don’t know how long before the next blackout, and I need to complete this last stop before that happens. Like a sniff of smelling salts, I cling to consciousness by doing a mental sorting of my own injuries. None of them seem fatal, unlike what was done to the Lion.

			The screen blinks out. The Lion decompresses. Again, the only word that fits. My wife’s spectral presence deserts it. I see—or at least I think I do—a fluted scarf of darkness move off through the trees to the east of me. It’s just the Lion and me now.

			“Where are we? You willing to give me a heads-up?”

			i think it’s better if

			“Fine. Yes. Better if I figure it out on my own.”

			I open the door but don’t get out yet.

			“Don’t move from this place,” I say. “Stay out of view. I’ll be back. And I won’t be long. I promise you.”

			i will not move

			“Good. Good.”

			I think

			“What is it?”

			followed

			“Someone followed us here?”

			unsure. my brain. but. be

			“Careful,” I finish, when it becomes clear the Lion can’t complete its thought. “Yeah, okay. Thanks for the warning.”

			Now I get out. Stand almost straight. Start along the well-kept lane through the woods toward a corner in the trees where I’ll see where we really are.

			I look back at the Lion, watching me go. Can I actually tell if it’s watching? There’s nothing about its external indicators that tells me if it is, or has fallen asleep, or turned its screen to black for the last time. But I sense its gaze on me, not letting me go, fighting through the pain without showing it, the same as I am.
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			I know where I am before I reach the oxidized metal gates.

			The words spanning the wrought iron arc above those gates read:

			WOODHAVEN CEMETERY

			My feet carry me under that sign. Into the place I haven’t been able to bring myself to visit since that afternoon, five years ago now, where I watched as two caskets—one large, one much smaller—were lowered into the ground. Green grass, gunmetal sky, the threat of rain that never quite arrived. I don’t remember a whole lot of it. I went through the motions in a numbing cowl of shock. A cotton-batting feeling where nothing could really touch me and I couldn’t touch anything or anyone back.

			The cemetery is a ways from the city limits. I chose it almost at random. The weight of the days following the accident were so crushing that quite a bit of what I did was random, unscheduled, spontaneous. All sense of rhythm drained out of my life. Any kind of sensible routine. I was just drifting, and as such the preparations for their funerals had been handled with an arbitrariness that looked almost nonsensical in retrospect. A sense of duty, yes, but not one freighted by any sense of orderliness. I had to get them coffins and get them proper burials, but that was about as much as I could rally myself to do.

			A cool wind blows among the tombstones and the odd, more elaborate crypts that dot the wide expanse. It isn’t a huge cemetery—more a country burial ground, the sort of place that would’ve once sat up the hill from the local chapel—and is hemmed in on all sides by tall pines. I remember, vaguely, the funeral director giving me a map of the place and thinking even in my insensate state how needless it was with a cemetery so small. But I think now he was right to have it made. The mind of a person in mourning is not so sharp. They get lost quite easily, both in memories and in physical reality.

			I don’t have a flashlight. I navigate through the rows with the aid of the new moon shining above those trees. The place is well-tended; I can tell by the bitter chlorophyll tang that the grass has been recently mown. It takes longer than it should to find their graves, but in time I stop beside the pale headstone with their names on it. There is a space below my daughter’s that will bear my own name someday. We’d never spoken about such things, Lauren and I. We’d been too young; the idea had felt morbid. Neither of us had wanted to even make out a living will. But it’s amazing how you can wrap your mind around almost anything, given the worst outcome.

			I pull the Beretta out of my back waistband and, as gently as possible, settle myself on the ground beside my wife’s and daughter’s graves. What do I even say?

			“Lauren, Olive.” My voice tracks out along the rows of stones with a feathery reverberation. “I’m…I’m sorry it took me so long. I think…I still can’t face it, really. The truth of what all this is. That I’m here, and you’re here, too, but you’re not here. That I’ll never be able to touch you or talk to you or see you grow up, Olive, into the person your mother and I absolutely knew you’d be. And I’m left. And I’m the worst of us. Why me? If I could trade places with either of you, I would. Even you, Olive, meaning you’d be left without a mom and dad. Better you than me. Better either of you.”

			My voice is starting to fray as my chest hitches. “And because that feels so wrong and so unfair, I just couldn’t. I couldn’t face it. But I should have. I know that now. And I’m sorry, Lauren. If everything you’ve been doing—reaching out—was because some part of you was unsettled or lonely because I wasn’t present, then I’m so sorry.”

			Maybe it was the wind skating across the headstones that made me miss the sound of footsteps on the gravel someplace behind me. Maybe it was the confusion of tears in my eyes. Whatever the case, I didn’t hear them fast enough.

			“I’m so sorry to both of you. But I’m here now, for whatever that’s worth. And I’ll be here from now on. Whenever I can. I can move out here, even, and—”

			“Stop. My God, this is breaking my heart.”

			A familiar voice. There’s not a drop of sincerity in it, either.

			My hand falls to the Beretta at my side. I hear the cock of a revolver’s hammer.

			“Put it down, Jamie.”
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			“Don’t reach for that gun,” the voice says. “Do that, and this touching little reunion will end right now.”

			I put my hands up. Clumsily, I draw myself onto my knees and stand to face a man I’d hoped to never set eyes on again.

			Theo Quinn stands ten feet from me, between a pair of tombstones. He’s got a gun, too. Its muzzle is trained at my chest.

			“What you’re going to do for me is,” Quinn says, in a voice normally reserved for toddlers, “pick that pistol of yours up. By the barrel, got it? If I see your fingers stray anywhere near the trigger…Well, we can just dispense with the formalities at that point.”

			Is this the time to try something? Fall to the grass, grab the Beretta, start firing? No. Not even close to the right time for anything like that. I’d be dead before I hit the dirt—convenient, I guess, dying beside my own burial plot—and while that possibility isn’t all that unattractive, I have an interest in seeing if I can wriggle my way out of this, if only to deprive Quinn of the satisfaction of watching me die.

			I grip the gun, tweezing the barrel in my fingers, and toss it over to him. It hits the grass next to Quinn’s loafers. Quinn bends. Puts the gun’s safety on, tucks it into his belt.

			“How did you find me?”

			Quinn produces a cell phone from his pocket, shows me the screen. “It’s a screenshot of a map, clearly, with a red teardrop centered in the frame.”

			“The Lion’s anti-theft tracking system.” The smug satisfaction is impossible to miss. “In case anyone managed to carjack a loyal Lion customer’s ride, it would be easy to find and retrieve. Ingenious, isn’t it? Those Wizards think of everything.”

			“You knew where I was?” How could I have been so blind? Of course Quinn would’ve kept tabs on me somehow. “Ever since I bought your—”

			“More or less,” he says, cutting me off. “But I think there was a glitch, because the car went offline not long after you paid me your little tough-guy visit.” The pistol’s aim firms in his grip; where before the barrel had been lazing downward, now it’s trained right at my chest. “Did you really think your preening, puffed-up, bantam chicken act worked on me?” His voice rises in mocking mimicry. “So we have an understanding? Jesus, you’re such a rank amateur. You weren’t built for this.”

			I don’t see any reason to argue with that, though I don’t think it’s nearly the put-down Quinn seems to believe it is.

			“What glitch?”

			“You went off the grid for a few hours there,” he says. “I thought maybe you’d gotten in another accident—maybe you’d driven into oncoming traffic, which was a cheery thought—but then you came back online. Luckily, I took a screenshot, because it glitched out again a second later. And from that point it was a simple matter to track you here. He nodded to the grave. “I just followed the sound of blubbering.”

			

			

			A prick to the bitter end, this guy. “I thought we had a deal.”

			Quinn swivels the wrist of his free hand, a louche movement. “Well, we did, I suppose. In that moment. I meant what I said when you came by my home and talked about going our own ways. But about an hour later I got nervous again. And I don’t like being nervous. You’re a pretty weird guy, out there driving around—I mean, now I know why, I get it—but still. I couldn’t get a sense of what kind of person I’d done my deal with. So I changed my mind.”

			He gestures with that same hand, taking in the graveyard, the trees, the night sky above us. “And isn’t this a great spot? Quiet, out of the way. Nobody around at this hour. Really, you couldn’t have picked it better. And look, if we can’t reach some sort of agreement that suits me,” he says, with a malicious twist to his lips, “you’re only a hop, skip, and a jump from your final resting spot. Which is what you were planning anyway, right?”
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			“What’s your plan here?” I say.

			“You know, I’m not totally firm on that?” Quinn says, wiping a hand down his face. “I guess I’m looking to be convinced.”

			“Convinced of what?”

			“Being safe. One way or another.”

			“And what are the ways?”

			“Seeing you again. Deciding if I can really count on you keeping quiet.”

			“The other way being to blow my head off.”

			“Correct.” He nods, seemingly to himself. “Where’s the car?”

			“Can’t you check the tracker?”

			“It’s still glitching. So because you’re the only hope I’ve got—where’s the car?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“The question I have to ask myself is: Are you a good liar or a bad liar?”

			“I take it you’re a good liar.”

			“Oh, I’m the best you’ll find. Now, your problem is, we good liars can smell our own. And I don’t get that sniff off you.”

			I’d underestimated how good a reader of people Quinn was.

			“What can I tell you that would convince you?”

			“That’s up to you to decide, really,” he says. “But it starts with you telling me where the car is. I know it must be close by, but I didn’t see it in the lot. Which means you must have stashed it someplace else. And I have to ask: Why would you do that?”

			The fact is, I’d parked it in an open spot. So that must either mean Quinn isn’t nearly so observant as he thinks he is, or the Lion moved itself someplace else after I left it.

			“It’s someplace safe.”

			“See, that’s vague.” Quinn shakes his head, but the gun’s aimed right at me. “Not aboveboard. And you’re sticking up for a car instead of thinking this through rationally. Didn’t you tell me that’s what you are? A rational man?”

			“Yes.”

			“So give up this whole fucking Lion cult thing and tell me where it is.”

			I shift a few inches from one foot to the other. Feel the possibility in the weight of my body. But Quinn is too far away, his attention too fixed on me, to be rushed from where I am.

			“You were the one who said it.”

			“Said what?”

			“Me and the car you sold me,” I say. “That we were the right match.”

			“So what? You’re willing to die for a busted-down smart car?”

			There’s a flare of anger that lashes out from him that he immediately tries to contain. But I see it, hear it, and it reminds me that there’s no escaping this situation alive. I’m dead. That’s all been determined. I’m guessing Quinn is delaying only to summon the courage or rage or boredom required to put the bullets into me. He’s a bad man, different from Bill Hislop but also similar in many respects. But neither of them is experienced at killing, not with their own hands, not with a gun. That’s all I have left. The time between now and the moment Quinn is ready to do what he came to do.

			“There never was a car following me, was there?” I say.

			“Yeah, there was. That was me.”

			“I would have thought you’d hire someone for that sort of thing.”

			“My experience? Human beings are unreliable. And expensive. You want something done right, you can hire someone. You want it done right and in a way that never comes back on you? You do it yourself.”

			“That’s why you reprogrammed the Lion. Nonhuman. Kills on your command. And it won’t remember a thing about it.”

			Quinn stiffens. “What about in this case? Did I do it right? Does the car not remember?”

			I get it now. He’s come here to kill me just to clean everything up, but his real purpose is to find the car. If its memory erasure didn’t work, it was a witness that, if I sold it or hid it or held it over him somehow, would potentially be a threat to him forever. He could take me out anytime. But it would be much better if he took care of the car first.

			“It doesn’t remember,” I say.

			“So why are you hiding it from me?”

			“Well, there are times it…”

			“Times it what?”

			“That it says things that seem to reference the events when it—you know.”

			It might have been a mistake, raising the stakes this way. But I have to try and strike a balance where he believes the car is a threat, and that it’s worth keeping me alive until it isn’t anymore.

			“Hold on,” Quinn says. “You’re saying it can talk again?”

			“Not talk. But it sometimes produces words on its screen.”

			“And it does this spontaneously? Like, it repaired itself?”

			“Well, I certainly didn’t fix it.”

			“You sure about that?”

			“Certain.”

			He seems to swallow my lie. That, or he’s deciding how to take care of the car if I’m already dead. He shakes his head. This isn’t going to be as easy as he thought. And he likes things, especially the worst, dirtiest things, to go as easy as possible.

			“Okay, I guess we’re going for a stroll, you and me,” he says finally.

			“Where to?”

			“You’re going to show me where that car is.”

			“You’ll just kill me if I do.”

			“Maybe. But I’ll a hundred percent kill you if you don’t.”

			“I don’t believe you.”

			Quinn takes a step closer to me. A nasty light shines in his eyes.

			“Really?”

			“The car is somewhere safe,” I say. “And I’m not telling you where it is unless you let me go.”

			“Huh. Just let you walk.”

			“That’s right. Then I’ll give up the car. After that, we return to the terms of our original deal. I don’t know you, you don’t know me. We move on.”

			“You’d trust my word on that?”

			“Fuck no. But what choice do I have,” I say. “Then again, what choice do you have?”

			I think I have him. It tidies his doubts up nicely for him while still plausibly being something I could live with. The truth is I’m improvising. Or something even less than that. But it’s coming out as if it’s real, my thoughts laid bare and true. I can hear it in my own ears. But then Quinn doesn’t do what he’s supposed to do. He doesn’t take the bait.

			“Could be. Could be it’ll go that way,” he says. “But I’m just not convinced, bucko.”

			My heart sinks. There’s something in his voice—a kind of resignation, as if to say after all these years of careful prudence, he’s finally going to have to get real blood on his hands.

			“Wait. That doesn’t make any—”

			“Shut your mouth, turn around. I don’t want to have to look at you.”

			Hopelessly, I feel myself obeying him. My toe gripping in the grass as I go to spin myself around to make it easier for this monster. Don’t do it! a small and desperate part of me cries out. Make him put it between your eyes, at least!

			But as I go to turn, I sense something moving within the ground someplace behind me and to my left. With it comes that trace of scent—camphor, jimsonweed flower, honeysuckle—that is out of place in this setting. I swear I see Quinn’s nose wrinkle as he gets the faintest whiff of it, too.

			Lauren. She’s here with me now. I’m as sure of it as I am of my own heartbeat.

			The shape of her—dark and vaporous as it has always appeared to me, except now attended by a bright white fluttering—moves swiftly across the grass toward Quinn. I don’t think he sees it. I don’t think he can. But when it passes straight through him (and it does, the darkness webbing into his chest and almost immediately out the other side), Quinn gasps as if he’d been doused with icy water. His eyes film over and the pistol barrel goes up at the end of his upflung arm, pointing momentarily and harmlessly at the sky—

			The rest happens fast. As they say, it is with reflex actions. A decision of the body, not of the mind.

			As Quinn staggers back on his heels, I go at him.
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			Quinn senses me coming, lowers the gun, pulls off a shot. I feel it—down below somewhere, aware of the hit but aloof from any direct impact.

			All of me is buried in Quinn-ness. His frame, his fine cotton shirt, the gun between us first jostling, then falling to the ground in a plasticky clatter, as if the weapon is made of LEGO instead of steel.

			We both go down. Rolling around on the cool cemetery grass. My body is hurting now, really fucking hurting. Discovering new aspects to its pain every second, compounding. I don’t let Quinn go but he’s oily, his limbs could be coated in Teflon, he’s locked in survival mode for probably the first time in his pampered life and I know I’m losing this battle. The best I can do is grab for the gun; my fingers close around the butt, fending off Quinn’s own grip, my hand is aching, and I lift it up, jamming the barrel into Quinn’s body, his eyes going wide in fright, and I blast two shots off in quick succession. His elbow hammers into my nose as he rears back and there’s a crunch of static in my head, black stars burst before my eyes, and I fall to the grass at his feet.

			He stumbles back a few feet away from me. I can see the blood seeping through his shirt at his side. He looks down, laughs at what is probably not a fatal wound.

			“You almost…did it,” he pants. “Guys like you almost…always do. Almost but not quite.”

			That’s when a pair of cold phosphorous bulbs flick on someplace behind him. He’s trapped in their sterile white glow, isolated like an actor in the spotlight.

			The Lion accelerates. Its electric motor runs silent as death. It comes down a wide lane between the rows. If its tires stutter at all on the grass, I don’t notice it. Those differentials are precision-tuned by the fine Wizards, suitable for almost any terrain. When the Lion hits Theo Quinn, he lifts in an almost graceful arc. A beauty in death that Quinn’s lumpen, buttery body probably never held in one moment of his life.

			It sails a good thirty feet on a gradual downward trajectory, the cuffs of his Brooks Brothers shirt rifling against the air, before his head hits a tombstone broadside. The impact flips his body over in midflight, a graceless somersault; his torso and legs continue on for some inexact distance before landing in a dark heap in the neighboring row. His head remains at the point of impact, at the foot of the granite stone. A grisly memorial to be found in the aftermath of all this.
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			There’s an awful lot of blood. Mine much more than his. By a wide margin, too, I see once I’m standing, using my free hand to balance on the nearest headstone. I’m so woozy I can barely keep my feet. Every pump of my heart sends blood out the torn place in my body.

			There’s no way I’m going to get to a hospital in time. My certainty of that fact is bodily. I’m going to die very soon. But that’s okay. I’m right where I need to be.

			It seems impossible, but I’m going from a place of uncertainty and interminable grief and ghosts to one of clarity. I cast my gaze around for Lauren. But the dark veil dropping down over me—with each gout of blood from my body, it gets darker—is indistinguishable from the shape my wife now holds. Still, I feel her presence on the periphery: that white dazzle of butterflies, the laughing brightness of that.

			“Where’s the Lion?” I croak.

			The Lion crawls silently between the rows and then it’s there. Its hood now resembling a squeezed accordion from its impact with Quinn’s body.

			The rear passenger door opens on its own. The back seat now, not the front. I’m the passenger now. The Lion will take care of everything else. I shuffle to the door and fall headfirst onto the cool leather upholstery. It feels glorious, really. A childlike feeling of settling into a crib.

			The door shuts quietly. It’s just me…the Lion…and, finally, those I lost.
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			It’s different in the car. Brighter. That smell the Lion came with has returned as well, and with it, so many memories.

			Olive hugging me after I successfully assembled her Princess Playhouse for her third birthday. My wife and me in our Portofino hotel room bed the night she always said Olive was conceived. The three of us driving out of town for stroller walks on the weekends, touring the waterfalls around Hamilton or the Scarborough Bluffs or the Elora Gorge. Me hating my phone but always the one taking pictures.

			Out of the brightness comes a voice. No, a sound. A child’s giggling. Uncontrolled, infectious. As beautiful as song.

			My daughter. In the car with me.

			Olive’s face pops up from the passenger seat to grin down at me in the back.

			“Daddy!” she says.

			“Sweetheart! Is that really you?”

			“Of course it’s me.”

			“I’ve been looking for you.”

			“We know. We’ve been waiting.”

			She giggles again and slinks down behind the seat. Peekaboo.

			A second later and then Lauren is beside me. Laughing. She and Olive are wearing the same clothes they wore the night they died but the material is as clean and fresh as their skin, their sparkling eyes.

			“Lauren?”

			“Hey, baby.”

			“Are you…here?”

			“I’m here if you are,” she says.

			Olive pushes her hands into the back, reaching for me. I’m able to raise my hands and pull her into the back seat. I’m instantly flooded with warmth. This is where the Lion meant to bring me. How did it know my family would be here? Maybe it has been me from the start, drawing the four of us together.

			Between the seats I see the car’s screen come to pale semi-life.

			they found us

			“I thought we were looking for them.”

			we were

			The Lion is rising now, in a slow circle higher within the trees that surround us, as if buoyed upon powerful wings. Can it fly? A secret talent only brought out at the end of its life? It feels like it.

			But it isn’t the car. It’s me. My most rare of talents. Ascending into the endless autumn blue and taking my family with me. My wife, my little girl. My car.

			The Lion keeps rising.

			Something new is coming. What the Lion had been looking for but bigger. The same darkness but this time made of light—

			Home.
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